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About this Book


When danger and desire collide, an elf on a quest finds himself drawn to a broken-hearted human.

Cato, an elite elven bodyguard, is stuck in a rut, with his career proving more thrilling than his love life. When a desperate witch offers him a deal—24 hours to retrieve a stolen orb, home to millions of precious beings, in exchange for fulfilling his lifelong fantasy of a tryst with a human—he cannot resist.

Alex, still nursing the wounds of a recent heartbreak, is pushed by her best friend to embrace her own fantasy: a one-night stand. She meets the enigmatic Cato and is soon caught in a dangerous confrontation with a greedy archaeologist—the same man who shattered her heart—and a powerful criminal syndicate.

As the stakes escalate, so does the fiery passion between Alex and Cato. With time running out to save countless lives, can they also satisfy each other’s deepest desires?
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Chapter 1


Dawn was the most auspicious time to start a journey. Or so the village elders had taught Cato over five hundred sun cycles ago. As he sat on his horse, poised at the crossroads, he wished that the sun’s rays would reveal what direction he should take to fulfill the Crown Prince’s orders. Their last conversation swirled around in his mind.

“Rumors have reached my ears. The courtiers find you too stiff for their liking. They take exception that you do not join in their diversions,” said the Crown Prince.

“It is my duty to guard you,” replied Cato.

“True, though you are on duty an awful lot, Ro.”

That he used Cato’s elfinghood nickname nearly made him smile. “I take leave.”

“Only when I order you to.” His face turned serious. “When did you last attend a court event? Indeed, I cannot even recall when you last joined with a lover.”

Cato remained steadfast. “I do not have time for frivolities.”

“You have most nights off,” he countered, rolling his eyes. “Yet you have not taken part in any of my orgies these few sun cycles past, refusing to allow your second to guard me. I would feel insulted if I did not know you better. The Fates certainly must feel spurned.”

“Surely, the Fates have more important matters to mind than my joinings.”

“Do you presume to speak for Them?”

“No, I only meant….” Cato sighed. “I struggle with engaging the entitled.”

“You will never win the courtiers over if you stay glued to the wall. Indeed, they are tiresome, but their opinions hold weight nonetheless. You will attend the next orgy. In a jovial mood,” he warned.

“As you wish, Your Royal Highness.” Cato would rather eat dirt. A peasant from a fishing village, he had risen through the Guardelves to become First Bodyguard, the equivalent rank of a baron. The courtiers hated him for it.

“One would think I was ordering you to be flogged,” the Crown Prince said, his mouth twitching. “Perhaps leave would make you more amenable.”

“Thank you, Your Royal Highness, but—”

“I will inform the commander at first light. You are to have so many joinings that you come back too exhausted to guard me,” he added with a wink.

With that, the Crown Prince dismissed him and Cato found himself with the unenviable task of planning his leave. One that would put him in a jovial mood.

Orgies and joinings were certainly pleasant enough, but the truth was that his position excited him far more than his lovers. Cato was always ready to leap into action to defend the Crown Prince’s life—joining could never match that thrill. Besides, after thousands upon thousands of joinings, there were no more mysteries to uncover. Well, there was one, but now was not the time to think about it.

Cato turned his horse north, toward his village, but hesitated. His wife was not expecting him and might be with one of her lovers. He did not wish to interrupt her plans.

He sighed and turned south toward Stone’s Head Isle, the only other option that came to mind. Devoted to pleasing the Fates by holding orgies that lasted several sun spans, Cato was certain that a visit there would more than fulfill the Crown Prince’s cheeky order and mollify the Fates, if he had indeed offended them. The stay would certainly relax him, though he doubted the joinings would be so spectacular as to make him want to attend court events.

He set an easy pace, passing several merchant caravans along the way, and before long, found his mind wandering. Though no place was ever truly safe from a brigand, magic set down along the old roads millennia ago protected all travelers. To steal meant to lose one’s own goods, to kill, to lose one’s own life. He always relaxed on these roads—though he was never truly inattentive—and when he did so, he thought about it.

That damn scroll!

Curiosity had gotten the better of Cato a long time ago and continued to plague him. 550 sun cycles ago—more or less, as he no longer remembered and would need to consult his diary for the exact date—when he had been an elfing still, he had overheard two of the older elfings whispering about a forbidden scroll. Cato would not believe his ears until he read the text himself.

He snuck into his schoolmaster’s study and, in a darkened corner of that dusty room, he found it—Of Trysts with Humankind.

Sinful.

Forbidden.

Deadly.

To join with a human meant courting execution, the scroll warned. However, the author went on to declare such a joining as the most exquisite an elf could ever experience. They had never explained why, and the mystery still intrigued Cato. He shook the sordid thoughts out of his head—what good would it do to dwell on the unattainable? Cato had worked too hard to risk all he had achieved for a dalliance with a human. He quickened his pace to help his concentration.

Cato paused near a brook for lunch, reminding himself to stay alert as the protection of the old roads did not reach this far into the forest. Surrounded by oaks and songbirds, he saw to his horse and nestled himself against a gnarled oak. Far taller and wider than most, it would have taken at least five or six of him to encircle it. The tree was ancient, and the ancient demanded respect.

Cato caressed the root he was leaning against. “I thank you for this respite, beautiful friend.”

As he bit into an oatcake, a crack echoed from above. Startled, Cato leapt to his feet and moved away from the tree, wary of falling debris. Indeed, a large, leafy branch plummeted to the spot where he had been sitting, stopping above the ground and swinging mid-air. Before he could thank the Fates for his luck and settle back down, the tip of the branch jerked upwards, revealing the head of a female with mottled green and yellow skin. She gazed at him, her tresses a tangle of leaves around her.

“Do you think me beautiful, handsome?” she asked with a wink.

Overriding his shock, Cato dropped his oat cake and turned to flee to his horse. But the creature was faster. She snarled her branches around his chest, pulling him toward the trunk as he struggled to free himself. He reached for the knife at his belt, but in that crucial second, he paused, wondering about her intentions—she hadn’t hurt him, yet.

His hesitation cost him. More branches curled around his wrists, binding his hands behind his back. She faced him with an alluring smile, her eyebrow arched as though she were challenging him to act. But he did not dare use his Blessing—his last resort—though it always smoldered inside him, a caged beast ready to escape at the slightest opportunity. Injuring her might mean his death if her magic surpassed his own. Words were his best option now.

“Release me, beautiful lady. I mean you no harm.”

She drew closer to his neck, inhaling as she rubbed her cheek against his skin. The creature feathered her lips over his ear. “What kind of hostess would I be if I did not invite such a well-mannered guest in for a chat?” she whispered.

With that, she wrenched him toward her and his world faded to black.

***

Cato awoke with a pounding headache, freezing as the memories of being taken by the tree creature tumbled back to him. He leapt to his feet, staggering backwards as dizziness overtook him. Instead of hitting the ground, he fell into a mossy chair that appeared right behind him.

“Careful, handsome. Not even a warrior of your caliber can shake off my magic so easily.”

“My horse…” He would never forgive himself if he had endangered him.

“Your horse is safe, right where you left him. I gave him some oats.”

He looked around for the voice but could hardly hold up his head, let alone move it. A rustle sounded to his left. A vine holding a vial stood tall next to him. When he hesitated, the vine tapped the vial against his cheek. When he still refused to take whatever poison the creature—a witch of sorts, given her magic—was trying to foist upon him, another vine slapped him.

The witch surprised him on his right. “I dislike when my children become upset. He is trying to help you. The vial is a restorative.”

“You are lying.”

“If I lie, may the Fates strike me down as I speak.”

When nothing happened, Cato relaxed. No one would be stupid enough to invoke the Fates whilst lying. Besides, there was only one other way to get out of this predicament and he dare not use it.

He opened his mouth, and the vine removed a stopper from the vial, upending a bitter liquid into his mouth. He swallowed the lot and found his strength returning. A quick glance around revealed he was in a circular chamber unlike any he had ever seen. The walls, dotted with doors and ladders, seemed to stretch up into infinity, with a haphazard array of bookcases and chests clinging to the spaces in between. Leafy vines curled themselves anywhere they pleased.

“Where am I?” he demanded, rising from the chair to face her. “And who are you?”

“You are inside the oak tree you so admired, handsome. As to who I am, well, many have asked that question for eons.”

“Witch, I am in no mood for any more of your tricks.”

A branch smacked him across his backside, and he hissed.

“Whelp, I was millennia old before your kind existed. Disrespect me again and I will show you the meaning of the word.”

She reminded him of every crotchety elf he had ever met. But she was right. The ancient demanded respect, even though this one had abducted him. He bowed his apology.

“Now that’s more like it. Sit.”

Cato complied, not wanting to antagonize her further.

With a wave of her hand, she made a chair for herself, moving to sit down across from him. She had a body, or rather, what resembled one. Only her face, neck, and hands had flesh. Branches and vines made up the rest of her, fanning out around them.

“I have been waiting to meet you for a long time, Cato.”

He flinched when she used his diminutive, normally reserved for closer relationships. “I would have remembered seeing such a grand tree.”

“I am only visible when I wish to be. You have passed by me many times.”

“Why did you not bother with me before?” he asked, crossing his hands over his chest.

“I did not have need of you then. I do now. And I am sorry for the manner in which I introduced myself, but I needed to make sure you would be the right elf for the task. You attack only when it is warranted. That is who I need. Someone careful.”

“What do you want?” he pressed, wishing for her to get on with it.

“Let’s talk about what you want, you naughty Guardelf.”

“Of what do you speak?” Cato was growing weary of her games.

The witch paid him a sly look. “Why, those filthy thoughts of bedding a human female that swirl around in your mind.”

***

Alex sat in a coffee shop in the West Village, sipping chamomile tea while her mother’s words churned in her mind.

‘Never dip your pen in the company ink.’

It had been part of the advice she had given Alex when she graduated from college. Of course, she had rolled her eyes at the misogynistic undertones, not knowing she would rue the day when she hadn’t listened to her mother.

The company in question had been her archeology program. And the pen had been a professor’s cock. And she had been the ink. But the idiom, however dated, still stood.

A straw wrapper hit her in the face and she glared at Sam, her best friend since infancy, who was sitting across the table from her, eyes twinkling.

“Goose, have you heard anything I’ve said for the last five minutes?”

“Sorry, Sam,” Alex said, rubbing her face.

“Dickhead David again?” she asked, her expression sympathetic.

“How could I have been so stupid? And immoral?” Alex must have asked herself that question a thousand times by now. It was at the forefront of her mind when she went to sleep, slapping her awake each morning. The lead in her belly that had formed with the shock of David’s infidelity was still there, a constant reminder of her guilt.

“The guy never talked about his private life and didn’t wear a wedding ring. How were you supposed to know he was a lying, cheating piece of shit?” Sam leaned over, eyes narrowed. “You’re probably not the first grad student he’s messed around with. I wonder how he’s gotten away with it all these years?”

“I bet he told them not to say anything.” Like he had with her. Tears filled Alex’s eyes, and she wiped them away with a napkin. The ugly truth was that the signs had been there. Not of his infidelity, but she had ignored many red flags. He had asked her to keep their relationship a secret, so that no one would accuse him of favoritism. Any time she had asked about seeing him after the dig they were working on wrapped up, he would be evasive, saying that he had a busy schedule. His behavior made her uneasy, but she convinced herself that it was all in her head. This was her first post-college relationship, after all. The stakes were higher, and the man was in demand.

Alex should have listened to her intuition and her mother. If she had, she wouldn’t be nursing a broken heart right now. The world around her seemed dimmer, with Sam being the only one able to shine through.

“Yeah, but come on, people talk,” Sam replied. “The administration must know something. The guy’s a total sleaze ball.”

“One of my dig mates told me that David comes from money and donates a lot to the program. He’s also got a knack for finding artifacts,” said Alex. That was an understatement. Dr. David Gallagher’s discoveries of previously unidentified relics had revolutionized archeology in ten short years. “Admin probably looks the other way.”

“I swear, the rich get away with everything.” Sam reached over to clasp Alex’s hand. “Look, honey, you need to forgive yourself and move on. Not that I think there’s anything to forgive. You know the best way to get over a guy?” Sam asked, waggling her brows.

“No,” Alex said with a sniffle.

“Getting under a new one,” she said, throwing her head back and laughing so loud that several of the coffeehouse patrons looked around in alarm. “All you need is a hot guy to ride all night long and you’ll be good as new.” A man at the counter whirled around, giving them a once-over. “Not you,” she said, with attitude. He glared back at them, muttering as he left the café.

“That was mean.”

Sam’s face pinched into a pained look. “You really didn’t see the wedding ring he was wearing?”

“Oh my God,” said Alex, as she buried her head in her hands. “I’m the worst.”

“You’re not, you’re discombobulated. You need some fun. Seriously, come out with me tonight. I’ll make sure you get good and laid.”

“But there aren’t any good guys at a bar.”

“The point isn’t to find a good guy, Goose. All you need is a working cock that’s attached to a man who’s not a psycho.”

“But isn’t that a bit…I don’t know...wrong?”

“It’s 1992, Alex. Get with the times. We can do anything that men can. You told me that your biggest fantasy was to have a one-night stand. Is that still true?”

It was. Any time Alex touched herself, her go-to fantasy was meeting a stranger, taking him to a hotel, and riding him all night long. There was something so primal about it. Maybe that’s why it seemed a little wrong to her. A little dirty. She could let loose and there would be no lasting judgment, no morning after to worry about, no guilt to haunt her. A fantasy she had never given herself permission for that beckoned her even more now that she had gone through her latest heartbreak. Still, butterflies danced in her belly at the thought of putting herself out there again.

“What if I have sex with another married man?” She doubted she would ever trust a partner again. Rage at David bubbled up. He had ruined her faith in romance. And what was his punishment? Being doted upon by a loving wife. Bastard.

“It’s a one-night stand, remember? Even if he’s married, he’s not going to spill the beans and you’ll never know.”

Alex swirled her cup, still hesitating. Would one night of good, no-strings-attached sex allow her to let go of the recent past and move on?

“I know!” Sam said, perking up. “Let the universe decide for you.” She dug into her bag and pulled out a purple satchel. “Take these.”

“What are they?”

“Cards of Passion. I found them at a bookstore today. Actually, they found me. Fell on my head from the shelf. I swear they were smoking.”

“So, naturally, you picked them up,” said Alex.

Sam shrugged. “It was probably only dust. Anyways, they’re cards you can use to help you focus on your sexuality. Pick one and if it has anything to do with a one-night stand, you have to agree to at least go out with me tonight.”

“This is the most ridiculous suggestion you’ve ever had. And that includes driving down to Boca for Spring Break during college.” Their car had broken down along the way and they’d had to stay at a run-down motel with the seediest of clientele, including one which Sam had bedded—loudly—in the room next to hers. “Need I mention Bill?”

“He was an excellent lover, thank you very much. One of the best orgasms I’ve ever had. Enough distractions, pick a card,” she demanded, tapping on the pouch.

Alex rolled her eyes but complied, knowing Sam, who was worse than a bulldog, wouldn’t let it go. She opened the pouch and took out the cards. But Sam covered her hand before she could pick one.

“Goose, you have to shuffle them first. And before you do, we should give the cards the right vibes.” Alex withheld a groan as Sam closed her eyes and waved her hands above the cards. “Oh, Universe and Goddesses in charge of amazing sex, please help my poor, lonely, betrayed friend give in to her sexual fantasy and find a hot, hard, beast of a man to fuck into infinity and, while you’re at it, please curse Dickhead David’s cock with boils and—”

“OK, OK, I think the universe gets the picture,” said Alex, mindful that people were staring at them again, and shuffled the cards. “Satisfied?”

Sam gave her a solemn nod, crossing the fingers on both of her hands.

Alex picked up the first card on the pile and laid it on the table. Entitled ‘My Sexuality Fantasy’ at the top, the card showed a couple kissing on a beach, with the word ‘Physical’ written at the bottom.

“Ha!” shouted Sam, slamming her hand down next to it.

Alex shook her head in disbelief. But it turned into a smile as Sam bounced around in her seat, singing “We’re going to get you laid tonight” on repeat.

“See,” she said, pointing at Alex. “You’re already in a better mood. And you’ll be in an even better one tomorrow morning.” Sam gathered up the cards, put them back in the satchel, and popped them in her bag. She downed the rest of her coffee and sprung up from the chair, tugging Alex to standing. “Come on, we need to go primp!”

Alex had no choice but to follow her, tossing their cups into the trash as they left the café.

Three hours later, she was standing in front of a mirror, tugging down the tight, black dress that she had borrowed from Sam.

“Stop fidgeting, you look perfect,” she scolded Alex as she finished spraying her own hair.

“It’s too short. You can almost see my underwear.”

“You’re exaggerating and duh, it’s supposed to be short. Hotties don’t go hunting in granny jammies. You need to advertise the goods, honey.” She jiggled her chest at Alex, cackling.

It was hard not to laugh along with her. In that moment, Alex appreciated she had someone like Sam to pull her out of the depression she was in. And maybe her friend was on to something. A fling might be what she needed to clear her mind. She took a deep breath and put her trust in the universe, following Sam out into the bustle that was New York City nightlife.


Chapter 2


Cato felt the blood drain from his face.

The witch barked a laugh. “Yes, I can read your mind, handsome. Can it be that I have found something you fear, mighty Cato?”

He would not lie to her. “They are mere thoughts. I have done nothing untoward.”

“Not yet. But you could, if you wanted to. I know you fear being discovered if you indulge in your desire. I can send you to a place they allow joinings with humans.”

“There is no such place.” He rose from his chair, intent on leaving.

“But there is. And you burn with the need to know what it’s like to be inside one of them. Even now, you harden at the thought.”

She was right. He sat back down, cursing that damn scroll once more.

“You, dearest Cato, have never shied away from a challenge. The youngest First Bodyguard in Alltaar’s history…. My, my, how the courtiers squawked when the commander appointed you.”

“There is always a price. What is this task you speak of?”

“A rogue stole something of value to me and took it to another world. I want it back.”

Cato blinked at her. “Another world? There is only one world.”

“Oh, so you know everything, do you? Quite the scholar you are.” She rolled her eyes. “There are many worlds, elf. And this bastard escaped back to his with a priceless object. He lives in a land where only humans dwell.” She leaned back in her chair, piercing him with a knowing look. “You can see why I need a careful warrior. One whose bloodlust does not lead him.”

A land where only humans dwelled? Cato could not imagine such a place functioned well, given what he understood of the human kingdoms to Alltaar’s north. And she was right to be cautious. Most of his brethren would reach for their swords and kill any human they encountered on sight. It would be a tall order for them to abandon the millennia of bad blood that flowed between the two species.

“This thief, how did he best you?”

The witch’s tresses fanned out around her head as she rose up from her chair, her branches holding her up like a long, solid gown. “I was hoodwinked!” One of her vines reached behind her, grabbing a glass and throwing it past Cato’s head to shatter against the wall.

She took a deep breath, closing her eyes, and settled back down in her chair, composed. “That rascal charmed his way into my heart and when I turned my back, stole what I hold dear. If I ever see him again, he will meet his end in the slowest, most painful way I can concoct. Were I not bound to this realm, I would have already peeled his skin off one inch at a time.”

To steal was already a grievous offense, but to steal from a witch was the epitome of stupidity. The rogue deserved his fate, whoever he was. “What did he take from you?”

She pulled a chain from her neck, sniffling as tears filled her eyes. On it dangled two large spheres connected in the middle. She pressed a clasp and the tops of the spheres opened, much like a locket. One sphere held a gold ball with circular carvings. The other was empty.

“Can you not have a goldsmith make a copy?”

“Whelp, this is no mere gold! Look closer,” she said, reaching back and handing him a magnifying glass.

Pinpricks of light were emanating from the cracks. “The light, it’s moving!” He had never seen anything like it.

“Those are light beings. I promised my father eons ago that I would care for them, as they are the last of their kind. If I do not get the other ball back soon, without their twin, all the beings will die. They balance each other.” With another sniffle, she closed the locket and put it back into her branches, fixing her gaze onto him. “This is why I need you, Catoros of the Village. In return, you will have a chance to fulfill your fantasy.”

“Mistress, I am sympathetic to your cause. Leaving these beings to their death is a sad affair indeed. But I know naught of this thief and his world. I do not think I would be capable of helping you.”

“I will tell you everything I know and give you whatever aid I can.”

Cato thought he should at least hear her out, for the sake of the beings. Perhaps he could find another to help in his stead if he was unable. “Do you know where this thief dwells?”

“No, but I can send you directly to the one who will.” She rose up on her branches and moved to one of her many chests, rummaging around several drawers, throwing out various objects, muttering. “Ah, found it.” She held out the most realistic painting of a human female he had ever seen. A pretty human female. “This dropped from the rogue as he fled.”

He took it from her for a closer look. The human had hair as black as ink and eyes as brown as a chestnut. His heart sped up and his erection strained against his trousers at the sight of her. Most elves thought humans ugly, but Cato had always thought them alluring, no doubt because of that damn scroll.

“I can see you are interested,” the witch said with a smirk.

“A pretty woman does not mean I will yet agree, Mistress.” He turned the painting over to find the numbers 1990 scrawled on it. “What do the figures signify?”

The witch shrugged.

He turned the painting back over, glancing at the pretty human once more. Tempting. Still, many doubts lingered in his mind as he handed the painting back to the witch, who took it, passing it to a vine. “Even if I traveled to this fantastical world you speak of and convinced this human to cooperate, what if I cannot find this sphere for you?”

“You will remain in this human world. Unless you find another way back. Do not count on the rogue helping you.”

Cato sucked in his breath at the horror, and the witch continued.

“It is not a penalty of mine, handsome, but a consequence of the magic on this plane. I can send you to this other realm easily enough. It’s bringing you back that’s troublesome. If I knew how the rogue did it, I would copy his methods, but the bastard didn’t tell me and shielded his thoughts. I must work with what I have,” she said with a sigh, as though this limitation was a constant headache.

She extended her right hand. Her index finger sported a signet ring with an emerald in the middle that he hadn’t noticed before. “I will infuse my ring with enough magic to bring you back. The portal to my tree will only be able to open when you fulfill your end of the bargain.”

“How long would I have to look?” Though he was certain he would not accept the quest, he wanted to sound as if he were considering it fairly.

She mumbled her answer, slumping back into her chair.

Cato raised a brow, and the witch sighed again.

“One sun span.”

“Mistress, surely you are jesting?”

“That is all I can give you,” she said with a huff. “To give you longer, I would need more magic. Mine has its limits and your Blessing is too dangerous to use.”

It certainly was. Cato often thought of it as more of a curse, with one more consequence now added to the pile. He stood from his chair once more. “I am sorry, Mistress, but I cannot help you. You cannot expect me to go to a foreign kingdom and find these beings in one sun span.”

“Please.” The witch fished out her necklace from her branches again, holding it up. “They will die if you do not. I am sure the Fates brought you to me for a reason.”

Cato suppressed a groan. “You would invoke the Fates.” But when he looked at the witch, her plea was sincere, her eyes sunken. Even her tresses lay limp against her body.

She slid to kneel at his feet, which was an odd look, considering she had no discernible knees. “There is no one else I can trust with this. It is why I chose you. Only you have the right temperament and skills. Millions of lives are in your hands.”

“Mistress, what you ask of me is impossible. The Crown, my family. They would suffer should I fail.”

The witch grasped his hand. “If you return with my sphere, I promise to answer one question about your future. You know my magic is strong, for you have witnessed it, and my readings have always come to pass. Surely you wish to know what lies ahead?”

Cato regarded her as his mind spun. It was a risk. There was no doubt about that. The biggest he would take in his life so far. That the Fates had brought him here weighed heavily on his heart and his mind. Maybe he had spurned Them and this was his price to pay to get back into Their good graces? And the prospect of indulging in a dalliance with a human where it was not forbidden? That enticed him far more than it should have. Now she dangled a third reason in her bid to coax him to agree to help her. Soothsayers were notorious for their inaccuracy, but the witch possessed magic he had never even heard of and if anyone could tell him his future, it was her.

Fates help him.

“I will go on this quest for you, Mistress,” he finally said. Dread filled his belly, but he pushed it away. It was right to help her, after all, and he would have a chance to solve the mystery of why joining with a human was so magnificent. The offered reading only sweetened the bargain.

She spun from the ground, with orange lilies blossoming all over her, falling off to flutter around them both.

“Thank you, Catoros of the Village. You do not know how many will be indebted to you.” The witch clapped her hands, exclaiming, “You’ll need supplies!” His pack appeared at his feet while she leapt to one of her drawers and came back down, handing him a long ribbon of connected squares. “What are these?”

“Condoms.” She separated one square from the ribbon and opened it to reveal a translucent circle. “Now we need…” she muttered, turning back to rummage in a pile. “Ah, here we are.” In her right hand she held a cucumber, in her left the circle. “You place the condom on your penis before you join, like so.” She placed the middle of the circle on the cucumber, pinching the tip, unrolling it all the way down.

“You cannot be serious, Mistress. Why would I place that contraption around my most sacred body part?”

“Because, handsome, a human female in the world I am sending you to is unlikely to bed you without one. It is for your benefit as well as hers. It will protect you from picking up any human diseases as well as preventing a love child.”

“Elves cannot get diseases from humans, and we certainly can’t impregnate their females,” Cato said, unable to keep a hint of arrogance from his tone.

“You know everything there is to know about human females, do you? In this world, humans can transmit disease to elves. You wouldn’t want to come back with a nasty bug that you would need to seek a healing for, now would you?”

He sobered. “Your words humble me, witch. I will shield my member.” The thought of putting anything on it seemed unnatural, but this was a different world and he would have to play by its rules. Perhaps he would even find it pleasurable.

She took a flat leather pouch out from another drawer and waved her hand over it. The surrounding air sparkled as she muttered, her tresses rising around her. The tension vanished, and she handed him the pouch.

Examining it, he discovered the pouch opened like a book. Inside it was a stack of paper inked in green. He pulled out a piece, fingering it.

“Paper money. It’s their currency of choice. There is also a card in one of the side pockets. They call it a credit card. You can use it in place of the paper money.”

Cato pulled out a hard, platinum-colored object. “Seriously?” he asked, arching his brow.

“Yes. You must trust that I know this world.”

He would have to if he took the bargain.

“The last card is an ID. The humans there use it to identify themselves.”

He stole a glance at this card as well, amused to find a small painting of himself, squinting.

She looked him up and down. “You need some proper clothes. I can’t send you to this world looking like that. If I don’t clad you in the latest fashion, you’ll stick out.” Her hair fanned around her once more and she snapped her fingers. A white light blazed around his body, then vanished.

Cato looked down at himself. He was now wearing a black-and-white striped shirt and dark blue trousers far baggier than the ones he was used to. How was he supposed to attract this human female if his toned backside was not discernible? The thrill of the chase raised its head, and he decided it would only add to the challenge. Black boots completed his ensemble.

“What did you do with my travel clothes? And my knife?” he asked, trying to keep his irritation at bay.

“I put them all in your bag.” She stared at him, tapping her chin. “Ah! You will also need their words.” Before Cato could ask her what she meant, the witch took his head and wrenched him toward her. She planted her lips on to his, whispering a silent oath. A pressure in his head mounted, dissipating moments later, leaving him bathed in a cold sweat.

“You should have warned me before you did that,” he grumbled.

“Yes, but what fun is that? You will now be able to speak their language and know their terms. I think you are ready. If anyone asks, say you’re from Europe. And remember, you are going to a land of humans. They don’t know about elves. Control your eyes and keep those pointed tips hidden.”

Thankfully, many sun cycles of practice had left him adept at hiding his emotions. His shoulder-length hair would cover his ears. A panic hit him. He had gotten so carried away he had almost forgotten. “My horse. You—”

“Yes, yes, I will take care of the beast,” the witch said, dismissing his concern with a wave of her hand. She took a jeweled knife out of her milieu of branches. “The usual manner?”

Cato nodded his agreement, the magic of a bargain struck nothing new to him, and gave her his tongue. He winced as she nicked it with the blade, the metallic taste of blood filling his mouth. She did the same to her own tongue, then took his hand and placed her signet ring on his index finger. They clasped hands.

“Catoros of the Village, you will retrieve the object I hold most dear from this world unknown to you and return it to me within one sun span. In turn, you will have the opportunity to fulfill your heart’s desire. Upon your successful return, I will answer one question about your future. Do we have a bargain?”

“We have a bargain.”

A warmth spread from Cato’s tongue, down his throat, through his arms, hands, and finally his finger, flowing into the ring, making the emerald glitter. The witch’s tresses fanned out around her head once more. White light flowed from her mouth into the ring, the emerald now shining brighter than a light orb.

One of her vines brought the painting of the human female to him.

“I will send you mere feet away from her,” said the witch, nodding toward the painting.

Cato plucked it from the vine, reached for his pack, and slipped the painting inside. He then shouldered the pack, adjusting it for a snug fit against his back.

“You know what to say when you fulfill the bargain?”

He nodded once more, having learned the magic words in his elfinghood.

“Well, off you go then.”

Her tresses fanning around her, she snapped her fingers, and a flash of white enveloped Cato. The witch, her house, and his world disappeared around him.

***

Alex and Sam nursed their cocktails at the bar while scanning the room. So far, they had been unlucky. Alex perked up as a cutie with curly brown hair and glasses sidled up to them.

“If you were a vegetable, you’d be a cutecumber, honey,” he said.

Alex groaned a little inside at the cheesy pickup line. The guy’s curls gave him major brownie points, though. Before she could say anything, Sam snorted into her beer.

“Is there a problem?” he asked, scowling.

“Only if you were serious.”

Alex shot her a look, but it was too late. The guy mumbled ‘whatever’ under his breath and trudged back to his friends without a second glance at her.

“What was wrong with him?” Alex huffed. “He seemed nice!”

“Ugh, cutecumber? No. You think he knows how to use his equipment with lines like that? We should go somewhere else. Slim pickings here tonight,” said Sam.

“It doesn’t help that you’re scaring everyone away.”

“They’re doing it to themselves.”

Alex gave her a look.

“Come on!” Sam said. “You can’t expect me to believe that you liked the first two? That one guy’s greasy head would have caused you to slip and slide in bed, and the second guy’s cologne would have burned your nose off.”

“At least they were interested.”

“You can’t go running after every guy who crooks his finger at you. That’s what got you in trouble in the first place.”

Hurt sliced Alex. “I loved David,” she whispered as tears filled her eyes.

“I didn’t mean it like that.” Concern softened Sam’s face. “Listen, I know you had it rough in high school. But you gotta let that go. You don’t need anyone’s approval. No matter what you look like. Be the strong woman I know is in there. The same one who marched us two miles to the gas station when our car broke down on the way to Boca and I lost my shit.”

Even though it hurt to admit it, Sam had a point. Although she had lost all the excess weight that had made her the butt of everyone’s jokes in high school, and she had embraced her nerdy side, Alex still had a tendency to latch on to any attention from men that she got. Maybe if she had trusted in herself more, she could have spotted David for the creep he truly was. The adage was true—it didn’t matter what someone looked like on the outside, confidence always came from within.

“You’re right, I need to be more discerning.”

“Of course I’m right. You’re the full package. And having a fling with a hottie will help get you out of this rut. Let’s give it a few more minutes and we’ll go to Le Pouf. It’s more upscale.”

Alex scanned the bar again. “What about him?” she said, pointing at a blond leaning against the bar, chatting up a bartender.

“Now, he’s cute,” agreed Sam.

The blonde stroked the bartender’s arm, and both Alex and Sam groaned.

“Figures. Why are all the hot ones gay?” Alex mused.

But Sam was no longer looking at Blondie. “Wow,” she breathed out. Alex followed her gaze toward a black-haired man who was coming closer.

It was as if beauty and masculinity collided, birthing him into existence. There were no words that could describe his magnificence, other than he looked like he belonged on every magazine cover ever published. Several heads turned as he walked by, with many jaws dropping.

“Can men be supermodels?” asked Alex, ogling him like he was a cheesecake behind the window of her favorite bakery.

“Maybe, but not in those clothes. What the fuck is he wearing? He looks like he belongs in a grunge band.”

True, his outfit was an odd choice for a night out at a cocktail bar, but the moment he caught Alex’s gaze, she forgot how to breathe. His stride was like a dance, one she was desperate to learn. Watching him move sent shivers right down to where she wanted them to be tonight. If his walk made her hot, what effect would he have on her in bed? He inched toward Alex and Sam, but a group approached, blocking him from her view.

Two of the guys from the group turned toward them.

“Hey ladies.” One of them swayed, while the other moved closer to Alex, draping his arm around her shoulders. He reeked of beer.

“Um, excuse me?” she said, pushing him away.

He staggered back. “Come on, baby, why you gotta be like that?”

“Yeah, don’t be a bitch. My man Jay wants to buy you a drink.”

“You did not speak to my friend that way. Get lost, bozo, and take Jay with you,” said Sam.

They both sneered at her.

“This is why bitches like you are single.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “We don’t engage with dicks like you. Buh-bye,” she said, turning away from them.

Jay snatched Alex’s cosmo out of her hands.

“Hey! Give that back,” Alex said.

“You want this back? Apologize to me and maybe I’ll be nice to you. That’s if I like the way you beg.”

Sam hopped off her stool, reaching up to get Alex’s drink back while Jay held it higher, laughing.

The black-haired Adonis appeared behind him, as though summoned there by magic. He grabbed Jay by the wrist, who dropped the cosmo with a gasp. The Adonis caught the drink in his other hand, barely spilling a drop, and handed it back to Alex. She took it, staring at him in astonishment.

Jay twisted out of the hot guy’s grasp.

Their savior stepped between Alex and Sam and their tormentors. “These ladies do not wish for your attention. Take your poor manners elsewhere.” His accent sounded foreign, but Alex couldn’t place it.

“Who are you, fucking Fabio? Get lost,” Jay spat out, shoving the hot guy hard, but he didn’t budge. “The fuck you made of?” Jay stepped back to join his friend. Both men sized him up, fear shining in Jay’s face. She could see why—their hero towered over everyone, his muscles straining against his shirt.

“Let’s get out of here,” Jay said to his friend.

“No way, you gonna let him do that to you? What are you, a fucking pussy?”

Jay glared at his friend, but he pulled back and threw a punch aimed right at the hot guy’s jaw, who dodged it with ease. He grabbed Jay by the wrist again and twisted until he went down on his knees with a scream.

Their savior hardly looked out of breath. He stared down at Jay with a calm expression. “You did not learn the first time. These ladies have told you they are not interested in your attention.”

“Let go of me,” Jay gasped.

The Adonis complied, and Jay got up, stumbling backward into his friend. “Leave now, before you annoy me further,” he said to the men. They sneered at him but turned and left.

Alex glanced around, but the bar was too crowded for anyone to have noticed the fight.

“Ladies,” he said with a nod, his eyes lingering on Alex.

Alex couldn’t find the words to respond. Not only was he beautiful, but he had green eyes, her greatest weakness. David had green eyes as well, the bastard. But this guy’s were on another level. They seemed to sparkle like emeralds. Sam elbowed her, reminding Alex that he had spoken to them.

Alex cleared her throat. “Hi.”

Sam gave him several once-overs. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

“No, I have traveled a great distance to meet you fine ladies,” he said, nodding toward them.

For a pickup line, it wasn’t the worst they had heard that night.

“How about a drink to thank you for getting rid of those assholes?” asked Sam.

“That is unnecessary.”

“No, I insist. What’ll you have?”

He eyed the bar with interest. “Is there any saphin?”

“I’ve never heard of that,” Sam replied, brows scrunched. “Is it a cocktail?”

“It is an amber colored liquor popular where I come from,” he said, as he put his bag down on a bar stool next to them.

“Sounds like a kind of whiskey,” said Sam as she took his bag and hooked it under the bar. He looked impressed, as though he had never seen such a feature. “Tell you what, I’ll get you one of my favorites and you can compare.”

“Where are you from?” Alex asked, while Sam ordered his drink. The guy was so tall that the top of her head didn’t reach his chin, even though she was wearing heels.

“Europe,” he said.

That explained his accent, which more than made up for the grunge look he was sporting. Her belly fluttered, wondering what it would be like to hear him whisper dirty things while he thrust into her. Her mind was already in the gutter. But that was the point tonight, wasn’t it?

“What are you in town for?”

“I am seeking an old object.”

“Oh, are you a collector? I’m in archeology.”

He raised a brow. “What is that?”

“It means she studies really old shit,” said Sam, handing him the whiskey. “But let’s not talk about work,” she added, giving Alex the side-eye. “What’s your name? I’m Sam and that’s Alex.”

The hottie paused for a moment before responding. “I am called Cato,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. He blinked in surprise. “This is good, better than I expected for humans.”

They laughed at his peculiar remark, with Alex finding herself charmed by his unusual way of speaking.

“Well, we humans know a thing or two about whiskey here in New York City. How long are you in town for?” asked Sam.

“I must leave tomorrow night. Perhaps we could find a quieter place to speak?”

Sam sent a not-so-subtle glance her way.

“That would be nice,” Alex said, conscious of her heart pounding in her chest at the prospect of going some place quiet with such a hot guy.

There was a flash of movement behind Cato, and a bottle cracked over his head. He fell to his knees, covered in shards of glass and liquor.

The two cretins were back, and they had brought an entourage—five more men, all mean-looking and built. The seven of them laughed and sneered at Cato, who was still kneeling on the ground. Two launched themselves at him and Alex’s heart stopped.

Cato threw one over his shoulder onto the ground in front of him and dislodged the other with an elbow to his throat. The remaining five came at him all at once, but Cato was a blur, throwing them off until a pile of men lay groaning at his feet, with him in the middle, standing tall.

Alex marveled at his skills and stamina until she saw a trickle of blood running down the side of his face. “Oh my God, you’re bleeding.” She grabbed napkins from the bar, reaching up to mop the blood. His hand drew up to cover hers.

“Do not worry, Mistress, I will heal. Would you hand me my bag?”

Alex did so and pointed him toward the bathroom. Once he’d left, she said to Sam, “Maybe we should go to the hospital.”

“He seems OK,” she replied. “These assholes, on the other hand…” She waved her hand at the pile of men, all still groaning on the floor.

While they waited, sirens sounded from outside and officers from the NYPD burst into Rizzo’s.

“Shit,” muttered Sam, as the cops made their way over to them.

“All right everyone, stay where you are.” He glanced down at the floor and his eyes bulged. “Hanks, get EMS over here, we got about…uh… seven guys down.”

Cato appeared behind Alex, putting his bag on the floor at her feet.

One goon on the ground pointed at him. “That crazy asshole attacked us.”

“You attacked him first!” Sam shouted back.

“Put your hands up, buddy. Now,” said a cop, hand on his gun.

“I assure you, sir, there is a reasonable explanation for all of this.”

“Hands up!” the cop shouted, taking his gun out to point it at Cato.

With a sigh, Cato complied, and the officer lowered his weapon, though he still held on to it.

“What happened?” another officer asked the bartender, eyeing Cato among the pile of injured men.

“This guy beat up all the ones you see on the ground.”

“They’d hit him with a liquor bottle,” said Alex, outraged. “He was defending himself.”

“I didn’t see that,” the bartender said with a smirk on his face and Alex understood—he must have been friends with the creeps.

The second officer—his badge read Barnes—turned back to Cato. “You’re under arrest, pal.” He patted the bar. “Hands on here, legs spread.”

“You can’t do this,” Sam protested.

Cato nudged his bag closer to the bar as he moved forward to comply with the order. Alex realized he didn’t want the cops to take it. Wanting to help him, she shifted behind him to hide it from view. Thankfully, neither officer noticed.

“You two go home, unless you want to get arrested with your boyfriend,” said Barnes.

“This is bullshit,” Sam said as the cop patted him down.

For his part, Cato remained calm, even as Barnes cuffed him and informed him of his rights. Alex was certain she wouldn’t have kept her cool if she’d been in his shoes.

Barnes wrenched Cato by the arm and he turned back toward Alex as the cop pushed him toward the exit. “Mistress, I would appreciate your help.”

Alex shouldered his bag, following them out as her mind raced. They were now putting him in a car, not an easy feat considering he was so tall. Cato had saved her and Sam, even though he hadn’t been obligated to. And he was probably hurt, even if he seemed fine. Helping him was the least she could do, even if she had to call her mother for bail money. She ran up to the car.

“I thought I told you to go home,” said Barnes.

“Where are you taking him?” Alex asked.

“You can pick up your lover boy at the first precinct,” he said, getting in the car and shutting the door.

Alex shouted through the window at Cato. “I’ll come to post bail. I promise I’ll help you. Please don’t worry!”

Cato gave her a nod, acknowledging that he had heard her, then turned back to look at her as the car lurched forward into city traffic. Alex caught the worry flashing across his face, and her determination grew. Sam approached her.

“Let’s call my brother,” she said to Alex. “He’ll know what to do.”


Chapter 3


Cato sat on a cold bench in a prison cell. A human prison cell. What had he been thinking, coming to this world? He had appeared right in the middle of the tavern’s cacophony—quite close to Alex, like the witch had promised—its patrons none the wiser. He understood why. It was too loud and too crowded. His senses were still recovering, not helped by the injury he had received. Everything he was seeing, most of which he did not understand immediately, including the car that had brought him to his prison, had distracted him. Thanks to the witch, he knew all the words these humans spoke, but it was all so new to him.

The enforcers, er, cops, who had arrested him had ignored his attestations that he had been defending himself. “Tell it to the judge,” had been their only response. But when Cato had asked to see the judge, the man had laughed, shoving him inside a building filled with more cops. They inked his fingers, taking his prints. Why they did this remained a mystery, as the witch’s magic provided no answer to this experience. They had responded to Cato’s request for an explanation with “Shut up!” Worse still, they had taken his ring and, with it, his only hope of getting home.

But what weighed on him the most was that he was no closer to finding the witch’s sphere and now he had lost Alex, the only one who could help him find it. And rescue him, for that matter. But would Alex keep her promise?

Humans in his world were snakes, never to be trusted. If the bartender’s lies had been any indication, they were much the same here. Though he hoped Alex would honor her word, he knew next to nothing about this woman. The limited information he possessed did not bode well for her integrity—she was not only human but also acquainted with a thief. Why else would the rogue have had her painting in his pocket when he stole the light beings from the witch? Had she helped him steal? And what would she think when he, Cato, revealed he was an elf? He hadn’t decided yet about how much to tell her.

He clamped down on the panic striking his belly. It would not help him now. The Fates had gotten him this far on his quest. He would have to place his trust in Them and take each problem in stride. If Alex didn’t come for him, he decided he would try to escape from this cell and retrieve his ring. But as he looked around, he found that his co-prisoners were not a likely bunch to stir up for a diversion as most of them were drunk and one, at least by his dress, appeared to be a delicate woman. She winked at him as he glanced in her direction.

“You don’t look like you belong here, sugar,” she said to him as she leaned against the wall.

“I do not, madam.”

“Oh, you a gentleman,” she said, a faint blush tinging her cheeks. She made her way over to him, balancing on large heels that Cato was certain would cause him to fall and break his legs if he attempted walking in them.

“Move over, sugar,” she said as she sat down. “Oof, you stink. Did you bathe in whiskey?”

He shook his head.

She eyed him up and down, lust lingering on her face. “You got any friends?”

Her question stumped him. Lovers he’d had aplenty in the past, but none whom he would claim as friends. The Guardelves were fellow soldiers, not friends. The Crown Prince, while friendly, was certainly not his friend. Perhaps his wife counted, though they were not close. “I’m not sure.”

“A handsome fella like you has to have friends.” She narrowed her gaze as it raked the top of his head. “Is that blood on your face?”

Cato dabbed at his temple with his thumb, finding it coated with a red smear. He thought he had mopped up all the blood with the healing waters he had brought with him. His pack was gone, he remembered with a pang. “I was defending a lady.” He sent another prayer to the Fates that Alex would come for him and bring his pack.

She whistled as she pulled out tissues from her buxom chest. “Take ‘em. The cops didn’t get into all of my business,” she said, chuckling. “I knew I was right about you,” she added as he wiped the blood off his thumb, then dabbed at his temple. “I know a gentleman when I see one. If this lady cares anything about her man, she’ll come and bail you out. You’re too handsome to leave in a jail cell overnight.”

“Thank you, madam. You are too kind.”

The woman giggled, smacking his biceps. “You’re too much.”

“Hey, lover boy,” said a cop outside of the cell. Cato looked over to find the cop pointing at him. “Get up, your girlfriend’s posted bail.”

Cato stood and nodded to his companion.

“Bye, sugar,” she said with a sigh, sadness lingering on her face.

“Good luck to you, madam.”

That earned him another giggle. Cato walked out of the cell and followed the cop, sending a prayer to the Fates to help the lady out of whatever predicament she was in.

The officer gave him his ring back—he put it back on straight away—and led him into the main room of the station, where Alex and Sam were waiting for him.

“Ladies, you came to rescue me.” Until he had seen Alex with his own eyes, he hadn’t been able to chase away that lingering doubt.

“I mean, it’s the least we could do for you,” Alex said, relief playing on her pretty face. She handed him his bag and his opinion of her honesty grew stronger.

Sam waved at him. “My brother’s a cop. He helped convince them to lower the charges to disorderly conduct and got you out on $100 bail. He thinks he can get them to drop the charges all together. They were going to keep you until Monday otherwise,” she added with an eye roll.

Cato did not know when Monday was, but judging from their reactions, it was not soon.

“Do not worry, I will replenish your funds. Shall we continue our conversation from before?” He was eager to get on with his quest.

“Don’t you need to go to the hospital?” Alex asked, eyeing his head with a wary expression.

“I am fine, it is no matter.”

“They hit you with a bottle over the head. Unless you’re made of metal, how can you be fine?” she pressed.

“It was only a scratch.” He bent down to show them that there was no mark.

They both shook their heads.

“I could have sworn they split your skull,” said Alex.

Sam clapped him on the shoulder. “They certainly don’t make them like this here.” She squeezed his muscle.

How free these humans were with their touch. Back home, no one would have dared.

“Why don’t we all get something to eat? I’m starving!” Sam said.

Cato’s own stomach rumbled, and he realized it had been a long while since his bite of an oatcake. “I am famished as well.”

He followed Alex and her friend out of the station and into the streets. Cato had thought Panfea, the capital of Alltaar, was a big city, but this place was beyond compare. Buildings far taller than the ones he had seen in his own lands loomed around them. Loud and dirty—Cato wrinkled his nose as they passed large piles of garbage that lay on the street—he would never want to live here. The horror of being trapped in this place assailed him, and he resolved to press Alex as to the whereabouts of the thief as soon as possible.

They led him to a place they called a diner. The aroma of food hit his nostrils, and his hunger grew.

“An NYC establishment,” quipped Sam. She thrust what seemed to be a tome of dishes his way.

Thanks to the witch's magic, he was able to read the letters. The variety impressed him. The taverns at home would usually serve either a stew or a roast, depending on the day’s hunt.

“Get the Reuben, it’s a classic. That’s what I’m getting.”

Cato deferred to her judgment.

A server arrived, placing glasses of water on the table. Parched, Cato pulled one toward him and took a sip. The server asked for their orders, then left.

“What brings you to New York?” asked Alex.

“I must confess that I came here in search of you.”

Her friend grinned, but Alex looked incredulous.

“Perhaps this will help me explain.” He dug the painting—a picture, they called it here—out of his bag and handed it to her.

Alex froze as she looked at it. “Where did you get this?”

“My acquaintance gave it to me. The one who held this picture stole something dear to her. She sent me here to retrieve it.”

She turned the picture over and clasped her hand over her mouth.

“What is it, Goose?” her friend asked, brows furrowed in concern.

“This is the photo of myself I gave to David when we were on the dig. It was an old headshot I had in my wallet.” She set the picture down on the table and cradled her head in her hands. “God, I was so stupid.”

His thief finally had a name. Some progress, at last. “Did you help him with this theft?”

He’d sounded harsher than he had meant to, and her head snapped up.

“What? No! I would never steal anything.” She looked sincere, and Cato hoped she was.

“Did he take something from you too, that you are so despondent?”

Hurt flashed in her eyes. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, taking a sip of her water. “What did he take from your friend?”

It clearly did matter to Alex, but Cato understood this was not the time to press her. “A gold ball with etchings. Did you happen to see such an object on his person?”

Alex shook her head.

A disappointment. “Will you take me to where this David dwells so that I might confront him about his theft?”

“I don’t know where he lives. His address might be in the phone book, but he might also have it unlisted so students don’t bother him.”

Though Cato did not fully understand her meaning, it seemed likely this book would not have what he needed.

“Typical,” said Sam, shaking her head. “Dickhead David would have a giant ego. And it doesn’t surprise me one bit that he’s an even bigger scumbag than we thought. I bet he stole all that old shit and that’s how he got so famous.” She tapped her fingers on the table, then sat up, her face alight. “Oh! What about his office? Doesn’t he have one in your department?”

“Yeah, but it’s probably locked. It’s almost midnight.”

“That will not matter. If you take me there, I can pick the lock,” Cato said, grateful once more that Alex had kept his bag safe.

“I don’t know…that’s breaking and entering,” Alex said, hesitation playing on her face.

“OK. Yes,” Sam said. “But, you’re only committing a crime to resolve another crime. They cancel each other out.”

“I don’t think the cops would see it that way. Can’t your brother help?”

“Goose, it could take months to do it the right way. And besides, with no evidence, it’s his friend’s word against David’s. Who knows how long it’ll take them to bring up charges? They have bigger fish to fry than a rich and famous professor. He’ll claim she’s lying and get away with it. But if you find this thingy, you could expose him for the fraud he is. How many other people do you think he’s stolen from? They probably haven’t confronted him because he’s such a big shot. You’d be doing the archeology world a public service.”

Cato noticed the continued reluctance on Alex’s face. “I admire your devotion to the law, Alex. But my acquaintance needs this ball back as soon as possible. It holds great meaning to her, and she is quite despondent without it. I must find it before I leave.”

“See?” Sam chimed in. “Besides, like you said, it’s almost midnight on a Thursday. What are the odds that he’s going to be in his office? He’s probably out cheating on his wife with some sap who—”

“OK, OK, I get the picture.” Alex sighed.

“Is that a yes?” asked Cato, looking between the two of them.

“It is,” Sam answered for them both as Alex shook her head, though she seemed resigned to helping him.

They fell into silence until the server returned with their food, and they dug in. The plate he ordered was something Sam called a sandwich. He tucked in with his knife and fork, finding it awkward. It was a rather large dish.

“Wow, you really are from Europe,” said Sam, nodding toward him. She was holding her sandwich in her hands, somehow taking bites.

Eating in such a way at an Alltaarian table would have been an insult to the host. But he was not in Alltaar, so he set aside the cutlery and mimicked Sam.

“You made him feel bad!” Alex said.

“No, I want the full diner experience,” Cato answered with a wink. Though every minder’s correction from elfinghood screeched at him, he found it much easier to eat the sandwich in this manner.

“I love a man who’s open to new experiences,” Sam said, taking a pickle and sucking it for a second before taking a bite. She waggled her brows at Alex, who shook her head, though a smile tugged at her mouth.

Cato chuckled at Sam’s innuendo, finding his mind going exactly where it should not at that moment. He concentrated on eating his sandwich.

After they finished their meal, Sam called for the bill. Alex pulled out her own leather pouch—a wallet, the witch’s magic informed him—but Cato stopped her, covering her hand with his. A jolt hit his middle at the innocent touch, her hand dwarfed by his. For a fleeting moment, he wondered what it would be like for that hand to trail down from his chest all the way to his cock, working its magic.

“It is my pleasure, Mistress,” he responded, pushing the arousal aside.

Alex blushed, making her brown eyes sparkle, and Sam joined her in thanking him.

The server came back with the bill and Cato pulled his wallet out of his bag, taking out the plastic card, still skeptical.

“Thanks, hun. I’ll go run it through the machine.”

“A platinum card, Goose,” said Sam, whistling softly. “What kind of business are you in?”

The server returned with the card and asked him to sign a piece of paper, sparing him from having to answer Sam and reveal more about himself. He signed the paper while Sam excused herself to use the privy, seeming to forget that he hadn’t responded.

As they waited for Sam to return, Cato wondered about the affectionate name she called Alex. “Why does she call you Goose?” he asked, allowing his lip to twitch in amusement. He could take liberties and show his emotions with his face. It would help him blend in.

Alex smiled. “It’s silly. A goose attacked us when we were kids. It chased us forever. I thought my lungs were going to explode from all the running. Finally, I turned around and hissed at it and it backed off. She’s called me Goose ever since.”

“You showed courage that day. An admirable quality,” he said, inclining his head as he looked at her in a new light.

“Well, I don’t know about that, but I’ve never been afraid of them since, so that’s something.”

Sam returned, and Cato followed her and Alex out of the diner. Both ladies had changed from their dresses into blouses and trousers, and he couldn’t help but fix his gaze on Alex’s rounded backside as she walked out. If the Fates made him lucky and she was inclined, his hands could be cupping it soon. He hardened at the prospect. At once he steadied himself, knowing he would frighten her off if he moved too fast. Goose she might be from her younger days, but she was more skittish in her adulthood. Her stance was far too rigid, her hesitancy playing on her face. Alex would need to relax more with him before she considered inviting him into her bed.

And there was that damn ball to find first. He had almost let his lust distract him from his true quest here. Find the thief and save the light beings. If he also managed to fulfill his lifelong fantasy of bedding a human, well, that would be a sign from the Fates that he was indeed worthy.

***

Alex pushed open the door to the building housing the archeology department, still convinced that breaking into David’s office was a bad idea. She risked being expelled from the program, or worse, getting arrested. Making a second call in the same night to beg Sam’s brother for help would not thrill him. However, the pleas from Sam and Cato flickered across her mind, reinforcing her resolve. They were right—David needed to be exposed.

Her worry about having to register her guests came to nothing, as the night guard, Frank, was asleep at the desk. She pressed her finger against her lips, Sam and Cato nodding their understanding. They tiptoed past him and up the stairs to the second floor, settling in front of David’s office. They kept silent as Cato rummaged through his backpack and took out a small bag. He placed it on the floor at his feet, unraveling it to reveal a lock-picking kit.

“Awesome,” whispered Sam, her eyes shining with mischief. Alex wished she was as excited at breaking and entering as her friend, but the only emotion running through her body was the anxiety clawing at her throat. She hoped Cato hadn’t noticed the bead of sweat she was wiping off. But he was engrossed in picking the lock.

Sam wiggled her brows at Alex. “A man who knows how to use his hands.”

Alex suppressed a groan but stole a glance at those hands. And, boy, were they big, his long fingers elegant as they did their work. A click of the lock brought her back to reality as he opened the door and stepped inside. He beckoned to them both with a wave and they followed him, closing the door behind them.

“I can’t see anything. Let’s turn on the light,” Sam said, hugging Alex’s side. They both jumped as a floorboard creaked under someone’s weight.

“That is ill advised,” said Cato. “We do not know when the guard below, such as he is, might awaken and find us here.”

Alex was kicking herself that they hadn’t thought to bring flashlights when Cato began rummaging through his bag again and pulled out three glowing balls.

“Wow,” she whispered, surprised to find it cool to the touch when Cato handed her one. She looked directly at it, but it did not blind her like a flashlight would have, even though it was as bright as one.

“European technology is way ahead of ours,” Sam mused as she took the last ball.

The balls gave off enough light so they could see, but all the stacks of papers and books cast long shadows. They danced against the walls as they moved, stoking the unease lodged in Alex’s belly. “Let’s get started. I don’t want to be here any longer than we have to.”

They agreed with her and began searching his office for anything that resembled a gold ball like the one Cato had described. Alex took the desk while Cato started on a bookshelf and Sam busied herself with a cabinet on the other side of the room. After looking in every drawer and under every pile, Alex came up empty-handed. Cato had already moved on to the second bookshelf, so she joined him there.

He was methodical in his search, lifting every book to look behind the shelf, shaking any tchotchke to check if the ball was inside it. They reached for the same wooden box, their fingers brushing, and a jolt of arousal hit her middle as their eyes met. She shook herself to focus. She could ogle him later, after they found the sphere. Maybe do more than ogle if he wanted to.

“You check it,” she said, letting go of the box. Her fingers still tingled where he had touched them.

He took the box but found nothing in it, placing it back with a sigh. He turned that green gaze back to her. “I know you dislike this man. Tell me, what crime did he commit against you?”

“It’s not important.” She didn’t want to admit the truth and have him think she was immoral.

Cato placed his hand on her shoulder, giving her a gentle squeeze. “I am sorry that this is painful for you, but I would prefer to know. It might be of use to us in our search.”

Alex swallowed hard, looking down at her feet. “I met him on a dig. We were excavating a Neolithic site in Turkey and he was the lead. I was there to help.” She closed her eyes as she remembered the way David had looked at her from across the site when the setting sun cast the surrounding desert in pink and orange glows. His gaze had electrified her, scorching her far more than the heat. “Like Sam said in the diner, he’s famous—at least in our field. I guess he blindsided me.”

“He took advantage of you?” Anger flickered across his face, but it was gone so fast, Alex thought she imagined it.

“It wasn’t like that,” she said, shaking her head. Alex shifted her gaze to stare at the books in front of her, avoiding Cato’s eyes. “I was willing. One thing led to another and....”

David’s rugged good looks and charming smile dazzled her from day one on the dig. The first time she found herself alone with him, crouching in one of the rooms they were excavating, they had bumped heads and collapsed into laughter. In that moment, she realized she was a goner. That night, David invited her over to his tent to discuss her impressions of the dig so far. One bottle of wine later, their clothes lay in a mess around them while they gasped for air after what Alex could only describe as the best sex of her life so far. Afterward, he had held her in his arms, stroking her hair, telling her how she was the brightest student in the program, how she had a promising career ahead of her, one that he would like to be a part of. He admitted to having a crush on her for the last year, but felt unable to act on it because he was too busy. After that night, they stole moments away with each other, and Alex felt like she floated to the site each morning.

“You became lovers?”

“For a while. Until his wife showed up. He never told me he was married.” His wife had surprised him with a visit to the dig, and the whole charade had come tumbling down. She thanked God every day that she hadn’t been there to witness the reunion and had simply been told of it by one of her fellow dig mates. “After she came, he barely acknowledged me. I was too scared to say anything. Didn’t want him to kick me off the dig.” She had learned to stay quiet as pain sliced through her each time she saw the happy couple together.

“I do not understand. This upset you?”

“Of course it upset me,” she said, taken aback, finally meeting his eyes. “Wouldn’t it upset you if you found out the person you were with was married?”

He shrugged. “In our culture, it is common for both spouses to have many lovers. The more, the better.”

“Are you married?” she asked, dreading the answer.

“Yes.”

Alex turned away, shocked, as her stomach dropped. Was she doomed to only fall for married men?

“I have angered you, Alex.”

It was not her place to judge his culture. Many practiced polyamory, though she knew of none in Europe off the top of her head. Still, Europeans were known to be less prudish than Americans. She cleared her throat, trying to gather her thoughts in a diplomatic response. “You surprised me, is all. It’s not normal in our culture for married people to have lovers.” She had read about couples who practiced swinging but didn’t know any herself. At least not any who were public about it.

“I gathered that from your reaction. It was not my intention to upset you or dismiss your feelings. I understand now why you are hurt. This man betrayed your trust. The trust of his wife. And, undoubtedly, the trust of many others with his thievery. I am sorry that you have suffered.”

“Thanks,” she whispered. The ghost of their earlier touch still lingered. She buried it. Even if it was normal for him to have lovers, even if his wife was OK with it and had her own, she wasn’t sure if she was capable of going down this road again. Besides, how could she trust him? He could be lying about everything. And the tiny voice in her head that disagreed, telling her he seemed sincere? She told it to shut up.

“Hey guys, come here,” whispered Sam from across the room. She had removed a stack of books to reveal a safe. “Do you think the sphere might be in there?”

“If it is, I hope you have some kind of magic tool to open it,” Alex said to Cato as he crouched down to inspect it.

The lights came on in the office, the sudden glare blinding them. Alex blinked, and her stomach dropped. David was standing in the door frame, shock on his face.


Chapter 4


Cato dropped his orb on the floor, springing up to find a blond human male standing at the door. Taller and better built than most of the human males Cato had encountered so far, the male’s eyes darted between the three of them as he entered the room. Behind him stood five more men dressed in black, but they remained in the hall. Enforcers, perhaps, judging from their appearance. The first male, he assumed, was the rogue, David.

“What the hell are you doing here?” David asked Alex, keeping his own voice low.

“I…” She struggled to give him any explanation, her expression like many of the rabbits Cato had hunted who recognized they were in trouble and trapped in that moment.

“Is this some sad attempt at a prank?” David asked.

“Yeah,” piped up Sam. “We were trying to get back at you for being a lying, cheating asshole.”

David laughed, shaking his head. “Truly, Lexi, I am disappointed in you. Are you really this juvenile?”

“Are you really such a man whore?” Sam shot back.

David’s face twisted into a sneer as he reached for a tan device—a telephone, according to the witch’s words—that was on his desk.

“If you call security, I’ll tell the school about you,” Alex blurted out. Her voice had been shaky, but she jutted out her chin and Cato could see that some of her bravery was still there.

David stared at Alex, his lip curling with contempt. But he dropped his hand. “Get out.”

“We will,” said Cato, stepping forward. “But first, you will tell me whether you have seen a gold sphere etched with curved lines. You stand accused of theft.”

“What?” he asked, scoffing. “Lexi, you need better friends.” He shook his head, his hands going into his pockets.

This human had not learned to lie properly.

As David circled the desk toward them, Cato tensed and shifted in front of Alex and Sam while keeping an eye on the enforcers who were creeping into the room. In a flash, David whipped his hand from his pocket and aimed a device at Cato’s chest. Pain engulfed him, causing him to collapse to the floor, while Alex and Sam screamed. He could not move or speak as his body throbbed.

“Shut them up,” David said to the enforcers, as he pocketed the device.

The enforcers seized Sam and Alex, causing their light orbs to clatter to the floor during the scuffle. The ladies resisted, elbowing the men and stomping on their feet. Despite his agony, Cato admired their bravery. Their struggle was in vain, however, as the enforcers subdued them, muffling their screams.

David knelt in front of the safe, unlocking and opening it to pull something out, coming back to stand above Cato, putting his boot on his chest.

“Show me the pendant,” said an enforcer.

David opened his left palm, rolling what he was holding to pinch it between his thumb and forefinger. It was the witch’s sphere! Even from his position on the floor, Cato could see the glow of the light beings within it. Powerless, he could only watch as his agony continued unabated.

“Satisfied?” David asked, rolling the sphere around.

The enforcer who had demanded to see the sphere glared at him. “Mr. Kagami takes nothing for granted. You will come with us to his office now. He will arrive tomorrow night.”

“Whatever you say, Hikari.” He squeezed the man’s shoulder, but one look of contempt from Hikari had the rogue stepping back.

Instead, David turned his attention to Cato, staring down at him with a smirk as he pressed his boot deeper into his chest. Cato barely felt it through the pain still coursing through his body.

David removed his boot and crouched down. “That hag’s bauble is going to earn me my next million.” He took out a thin, silver stick from his pocket. “I got this from an advanced civilization in another world. It’s why you’re in so much pain now. Works like a taser, only it has the added benefit of stopping any magic as well. Oh yes, I know what you are, elf. I thought the hag might send one of you after me.”

David rose, giving the room a once-over, spying Cato’s bag in one corner. He moved around, grabbing the three light orbs from the floor, tossing them into Cato’s pack and giving it to Hikari, who passed it to another enforcer.

“I don’t want there to be any trace of him,” David said. “The girls aren’t a threat. You can let them go somewhere in Brooklyn.” He turned to Alex. “The long ride back home will make you rethink your choice of friends, Lexi. And if you think of reporting me, remember that it’s my word against yours,” he added, patting her on the head.

“My men will take care of it,” said Hikari as David was leaving the office. But Cato saw the bloodlust lingering in the enforcer’s eyes and he understood that if he did not overcome whatever David had done to him soon, they would all be dead.

“Tie his hands up,” Hikari ordered his men. Two enforcers grabbed Cato by the armpits, hoisting him up. They held him while a third enforcer wrenched his hands behind his back and bound them. “Let’s go,” said Hikari.

The pain had dissipated a little, but Cato was still weaker than a mewling as they dragged him along the floor, while two other enforcers pulled the ladies along. He sent a prayer to the Fates that the old guard would be awake when they walked past him, but the man was still snoozing. Had the Fates abandoned Cato?

No! He would not believe it. He would not consign tiny beings to death because the Fates were playing their games. Nor would he let Sam and Alex perish. This was a test. Of his faith. His strength. His resolve. And he would pass—the alternative too bleak to imagine.

The enforcers pulled the three of them outside of the building where two large cars were waiting. It was now the middle of the night, the streets virtually deserted, with only a few cars driving by. David, Hikari, and an enforcer got into one car while the three remaining enforcers dragged Cato, Sam, and Alex toward the second car.

They shoved Cato into one side of the car, pushing Alex in next to him. Tears streamed down her face as she shook. Sam fought against the men while screaming for help. But there was no one around to hear her cries. They managed to force her into the car, despite her punches and kicks, and slammed the door shut. One of the men in front turned around, pointing another metal device at Alex, this one much bigger than David’s. It was a gun, much like the one the cop at the bar had aimed at him, and it could kill, according to the witch’s knowledge.

“Keep your trap shut or I’ll blow your friend’s brains out right here,” he said, looking at Sam.

Sam whimpered but then fell quiet.

Cato felt Alex’s hand on top of his. She gave it a squeeze, even as she stared forward, crying her silent tears.

The beast inside him raged, snapping, throwing himself against his cage. Soon.

David had been mistaken about the magic stick he carried—he had never tested it on an elf. Cato’s strength was now returning with every breath he took. He did not yet have the power to channel his magic and wasn’t willing to risk Alex’s and Sam’s lives with a reckless attempt to free them all. He remained slumped against the seat as the men drove, the city lights flickering past.

After some time, they crossed a bridge. They continued driving, turning off the main road onto smaller streets. Although Cato was not familiar with this city, it was clear they had left behind the tall towers and were heading toward a darker, more deserted area. Cato spied water on Sam’s right as the car slowed and finally came to a stop.

The men got out of the car. Two opened the back doors, both holding guns.

“Get out,” one said to Sam and Alex.

The man at Cato’s side dragged him out. Cato played up the ruse by falling out of the car, staying silent as he hit the ground. The enforcer grabbed the front of Cato’s shirt and began dragging him toward the water.

“Please don’t kill us or our friend,” begged Alex. “David told you to let us go. You can let him go, too. Please, we won’t say anything!”

“Get on your knees,” was all their tormentor said, his voice hard.

He could not fight all three men using the usual means. It might take too long and he would lose Sam and Alex. There was only one choice left to him now. Closing his eyes, Cato let the beast roar.

Lava poured from Cato’s hands, destroying his bonds in an instant. At the same time, fire burst from his mouth, engulfing the assassin. The man screamed, falling to his knees as he burned. His scream was short-lived, however. Cato aimed his hands at the man, streaming lava, and the enforcer vaporized in seconds.

Then Cato turned to the other enforcers. Before they could point their guns at him, he engulfed them in flames so hot that they did not even utter a scream before their bodies burned to ash. Cato coiled his flame back inside, locking it into its cage.

Alex and Sam stared at the two smoldering piles that now lay before them. A gentle breeze blew some of the remains away, and Alex finally looked at Cato.

“What are you?” She remained kneeling on the ground, shock on her face.

He realized she hadn’t heard David earlier. “I am an elf, Blessed by the Fates with this magic.”

Sam remained silent, shaking, still staring at the piles.

“But elves aren’t real…” Alex said, blinking up at him in confusion.

He moved closer, tucking long strands of hair behind his ears to reveal their points. “We are real.” Alex’s eyes widened as they darted from one ear to the other. He reached out his hand to help her stand, but she recoiled, pulling Sam up to stand with her instead.

“I will not hurt you or Sam,” Cato said. “If I wanted you dead, you would be already.” That had not come out as comforting as he wanted it to, judging by Alex’s pale face. “I did not mean it like that.” He ran his fingers through his hair, trying to find the right words to say.

“What I told you before was true. I came here to retrieve the gold ball that your errant lover stole. The being who set me to this task is a witch. The ball is more than a bauble. It is alive. Millions of tiny light beings live on it. There is a twin ball still in the witch’s possession. If I don’t reunite the two soon, they will die and what remains of their species will cease to exist forever. That is why I must retrieve it. And I must do so before tomorrow night, as the magic that brought me here will only hold until then.”

“OK,” said Alex. “OK. OK.” She kept repeating the word over and over.

Sam stared at Cato, then poked him in the chest before snatching her hand back.

“What are you doing?” asked Alex.

“I wanted to see if he was hot.”

“So you risked third-degree burns to find out?”

“Goose, those weren’t third-degree burns. He dusted those goons.”

“Then why on earth would you touch him?”

“He said he wouldn’t hurt us,” Sam shrugged, looking at Cato with a small smile.

“And you believe him?” asked Alex.

“Of course I believe him. We’re alive, aren’t we?”

“Until he decides to dust us too!” Alex grabbed Sam by the hand and started dragging her off.

Cato followed them but stopped, not wanting to escalate the situation. “I said I wouldn’t hurt you, Alex. I meant it. Please, do not leave because you are afraid of me.”

She paused and turned around. “Of course, we’re afraid of you.”

“I’m not,” said Sam. “I think he’s cool.”

“Then you need your head examined.” Alex started moving again, pulling Sam, but Sam wouldn’t budge. “Come on, we’re leaving.”

“No, I’m not abandoning the guy who saved our lives because you’re afraid.”

“What?” Alex asked, her face pale again.

“You used to be fun, take risks. You didn’t even stand up to that creep in the bar tonight. Three months ago, you would have clocked him. But these days? All you do is mope around, pining for an asshole who clearly doesn’t deserve one second of your attention. And now you’re turning your back on helping someone who saved your life?”

Alex shook her head, exasperated. “We almost died today! Because of criminals, who we watched burn to death in less than three seconds.”

“That’s not Cato’s fault. It’s your asshole ex’s fault.”

“That’s the fucking point!” Alex screamed, tears shining in her eyes. “I don’t trust myself. If I had stayed away from David, none of this would be happening tonight. It’s all my fault.” She cradled her head in her hands.

“It’s not, Goose. It’s his. All of it. The cheating, the stealing, the almost getting us all killed. He’s to blame, not you.” Sam wrapped her arms around Alex. “Don’t let him take your life. Like, literally and figuratively. He needs to go down. Preferably in flames,” she added, with a pointed glance at Cato.

He understood her sentiment and allowed her this moment of bloodlust, knowing Sam was an innocent who had experienced violence first hand mere moments before. He withheld that he had killed these men to save their own lives as a last resort, and not out of revenge or a desire to torment. The beast inside him snapped his jaw at the thought of scorching David, always hungry for more, but Cato pushed him back inside the cage. The moment would come when he confronted David, and he hoped it would not end in the man’s death. That David would make a different choice.

“It was the Fates that brought us together, Alex,” said Cato. “Everything happens by their design. We are here together to save these light beings and to bring this man to justice.”

Alex mumbled into Sam’s neck.

“The class can’t hear you, Goose.”

She sighed, lifting her head up. “I’m sorry I lost my shit.”

Sam ruffled Alex’s hair. “What else are friends for?”

Alex laughed, wiping the tears off of her face. Cato relished in the sound of her laugh and wished he could be the cause of it.

“You’re right,” Alex said, eyeing Cato. “You’re both right.”

Fear still lingered in her eyes, but he would not begrudge her that. Trust took a long time to earn. And when the object of that trust had the power to bring forth flames at any time? It would seem impossible to him if he were in her place.

A wild wind blew at them, and the ladies shivered.

“We should get out of here,” said Sam. “In case more of those goons come.”

“Where are we?” asked Alex, looking around.

“I think we’re in Gowanus,” responded Sam. “I tried to pay attention when they were driving. Speaking of which, what should we do about the car?”

“How deep is this lake?” Cato asked.

Sam looked at Alex. “You’re the nerd.”

“It’s a river, not a lake. A canal, technically. And I think it’s thirty to forty feet deep, from what I remember.”

“Then we shall push it into the water and worry no more,” said Cato.

“I don’t know. Shouldn’t we call your brother?” Alex asked Sam.

“And tell him what? That an elf from another world burned three criminals to ash? He’d either tell me to grow the fuck up and stop wasting his time, or he’d have us all committed. And what do you think the government would do if they found out someone can shoot lava out of his hands? We can’t ever tell anyone about this.”

Technically, he could make flame of varying degrees, but that was superfluous information. And Sam was right. He did not want to be used as a tool by humans.

“But what if they find the car and start investigating?” asked Alex. “The prints won’t survive for long in the water, but you never know.”

“It’s the Gowanus canal,” Sam said, gesturing around her. “The toxic sludge is gonna melt that car by sunrise. And even if it doesn’t, it’s not like there are any bodies left to prove what happened.”

“I still think we should report this. I mean, I know they were bad guys, but shouldn’t we notify someone?”

Sam shook her head, clearly exasperated with her friend.

“I admire your devotion to honesty,” Cato said, “but rest easy, Alex. I know assassins when I see them. They understood the consequences of their chosen profession. It is unlikely that these men had any families to speak of. And if they did, their families are better off without such evil in their lives. The Fates have made it so. Let us not question them.”

When uncertainty still played on Alex’s face, he reached out and cupped her cheek, astonishing himself at the ease with which the movement came. That she did not flinch surprised him more. Instead, she covered his hand with hers, giving it a squeeze.

“You’re right,” Alex said. “Only I still wish that none of this had ever happened, no matter what you say about the Fates.”

“Me too,” replied Cato. “But we did not force them to do this. They made their choices. We made ours.” Or, rather, he had done it on behalf of all of them.

Alex gazed at him, her eyes tinged with sadness, and in that moment he wanted nothing more than to take her to a bathing pool and wash every bit of dirt from her body, afterward pleasuring her all night long until she could take no more. He could not erase this horrible night from her mind, but he could give her new memories. He wondered if she felt the same attraction toward him. Her lips parted as she gazed up at him through lidded eyes. Yes, she clearly did, despite what she had said earlier about marriage and lovers.

“If you two are done eye fucking,” called Sam from the side of the car, “we should take care of this and get out of here.”

Alex cleared her throat, blushing. “Right.”

Cato retrieved his bag from the front seat, and Sam put the car into what she called a neutral gear, making it easier to push. He took one side of the car while Alex took the other, with Sam at the rear. The three of them grunted as they eased the car into the canal.

“Good riddance,” Sam said, wiping her hands together. “We should lay low. I’d avoid going back to your place, Alex, in case David knows where you live.”

“It’s not like he knows what happened. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“Sam is right. When the assassins don’t report back to this Hikari, he will know something has gone amiss with their plan. It’s best to go into hiding, at least for tonight.”

“Fine, we can go to a hotel.”

“Ooh, go to the Plaza.”

Alex gave her friend a look of incredulity.

She shrugged. “Our elf friend here has a platinum credit card. Hello, he’s loaded,” she said, slapping Cato on the back. “Let me figure out a way to talk to my brother without sounding like a crazy person. Maybe he can figure something out. I’ll crash at his place tonight and catch up with you tomorrow.”

They agreed to the tentative plan and walked until they found what Alex called the “Subway.” She explained it was a train that carried many people throughout the city, mostly underground, though this first station would be aboveground. At the bottom of the stairs, Cato hesitated while Sam and Alex started climbing toward the station.

“What is it?” Alex called down from a few steps above.

He rubbed his neck. “Elves do not like going underground. It feels unnatural.”

“It’ll only be for an hour or so until we get back into Manhattan, where we came from,” she explained.

Cato took a few steps, battling the anxiety that began to claw at him.

“Stop,” Alex said, eyeing him. She turned to Sam. “Let’s get a cab instead.”

“Tell you what. You two get a cab and I’ll take the train.”

“No way, I’m not leaving you,” Alex said.

Sam wiggled her brows and cocked her head toward Cato. It must have meant something to Alex, because she sighed, shaking her head, and bid Sam good night. She then descended the stairs to join Cato.

“Come on, let’s find a cab,” she said.

“Thank you, Alex,” Cato said, grateful for her understanding.

Alex hailed a taxi from the street and they clambered into the back seat.

Cato’s first two trips in a car had been too jarring for him to comprehend that he was moving without the rhythm of his horse beneath him. Now more relaxed, he marveled at the technology these humans had mastered. While much of what Cato had seen in this human world could be replicated by magic in his own, travel was the exception. He wondered how cars might revolutionize travel in Alltaar. They would certainly make journeys easier.

“Where you goin’?” asked the driver.

“The Plaza, I guess.” Alex turned to Cato. “That’s if, uh, you don’t mind paying?”

“Not at all, Mistress. It is the least I could do.”

The taxi lurched forward, taking them back into Manhattan. Though he hated losing any time, it was best to rest now so he could regain his full strength. They could do nothing until they found out more about this Mr. Kagami anyway. As they drove through the city, the lights highlighted Alex’s beauty. Arousal coursed through his body at the prospect of spending a night with her in the same bedchamber. He hoped that when they arrived at this ‘Plaza,’ she would feel the same.


Chapter 5


Alex and Cato checked in at the Plaza’s front desk, the staff appearing unfazed at the late hour and the faint smell of alcohol that still clung to Cato. The bellhop led them to the elevators and pressed the “up” button, opening the doors.

Cato hesitated at the threshold of the elevator.

Alex whispered into his ear. “It’s an elevator. It will take us up to our room.” Comprehension flickered across his face, and he stepped inside, with Alex following behind him.

They went up to the 14th floor, following the bellhop to their room. Alex had only been in the Plaza once, to use the bathroom. Now, as they entered their suite, the opulence struck her.

The suite sported a hallway, and they followed the bellhop on a plush carpet into a room where all the furniture appeared to be upholstered in satin. A big screen tv stood in the living room atop an ornate chest, its carvings gilded in gold. The window showed sweeping views of Central Park, though most of it was dark since it was the middle of the night.

“Let me give you the grand tour, sir and madam. Here you have the living room,” he said with a flourish, “and across you have the bedroom, complete with a kingsize bed. The powder room is in the foyer while a separate bathroom with a shower and soaking tub is waiting for you there,” he added, pointing past the TV. “Your bathrobes are in the armoire in the bedroom. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“No, thank you,” Cato said as Alex shook her head.

The bellhop turned toward Cato with an expectant look, but the elf only stared at him. Evidently, tipping was not something done in his world. Alex took out her wallet and gave the bellhop a few bills, which seemed to make him happy enough.

Once he left, Alex collapsed onto the sofa, not quite believing she was here and breathing.

Cato gave her a once-over from the center of the room. “We should bathe and go to sleep. It has been a trying night.”

Alex burst out laughing. “That has to be the biggest understatement I have ever heard.” She wasn’t sure she would ever settle her nerves as panic lurched back into her throat. “How can you even think about sleeping? What if those guys come and get us? What if David sells the ball early? What if—”

“Easy, Alex,” Cato said in that steady voice she was getting used to. He sat down next to her. “We do not know what will happen, so there is no point in dwelling on it now. Even if Mr. Kagami were to come now, I am in no shape to face him. I need to replenish my energy, much as humans do. There is nothing to do but rest and wait. Tomorrow, we will assess our situation and make a plan with Sam.”

He seemed so sure of himself, and she wished she were more like him. “How do you handle it all? The stress, the aftermath?” She shuddered as she recalled the men, who were gone in almost an instant.

Cato leaned forward, his hands clasped together. “I have had the benefit of training, which you have not. My duty in my world is to guard the Crown Prince. Stress is a daily annoyance that I have learned to triumph over.” His eyes seemed to lighten again. “There are no words of comfort I can offer that will erase the carnage you witnessed tonight. If there had been any other choice, I would not have used my Blessing. But saving your life and Sam’s was more important than protecting your innocence.”

Alex buried her head in her hands. “I don’t feel very innocent.” She still thought she was to blame, even though Cato and Sam had assured her she wasn’t.

“You must let go of the guilt you carry, Alex. If you do not, it will devour you.”

“How can I? Every time I look in the mirror, all I see is shame. Now, it’ll be even worse.”

“It is not your shame, but his. Do not carry it for him and destroy yourself. You are far too beautiful to hide away from the world, and from future lovers, of which I’m sure you will have many to choose from.”

Heat flooded her middle. How she wished Cato could be one of those lovers. No. Alex could not be with a married man, even if he said it was part of his culture for married people to practice polyamory. She stood, clearing her throat. “Do you want to shower first?”

Cato stared at her for a moment, as though he wanted to say something. But he stood and nodded, walking to the bathroom. As she watched him walk away, she mused on how unreadable his face had been.

Reflecting on their time together since they had first met, Alex realized Cato’s face had been neutral most of the time—devoid of smiles, frowns, or any other expressions. At once, she had to sit down again as the revelation that he was a different species overwhelmed her. She hadn’t yet had a moment to process everything she had learned tonight.

Elves were real, existing in a world different than the one she knew. Alex had read about parallel worlds, though, like most people, she had dismissed the idea as fanciful. Could there be even more worlds beyond the two she now knew of? David would have the answers, considering he had traveled into Cato’s world and stolen those light beings. But how had he managed it?

“Alex, can you come to the bathing room and help me, please?” Cato called from the bathroom.

She shook herself out of her thoughts. “Sure,” she called back. Alex walked to the bathroom to find the door ajar and knocked on it. Cato opened the door and shock thrummed through her.

He was naked, his clothes folded on the vanity. Every inch of him was pure muscle, and with his hair concealing his pointed ears, she never would have guessed he wasn’t human. Wondering if Cato had the same parts as human men, her eyes betrayed her, roving where they shouldn’t. If Cato was an average specimen of elves, their females must be happy. She flushed and averted her gaze to the tiled floor when she realized she was staring at his cock.

“What seems to be the problem?” Alex choked out.

“I do not understand how to make the water flow, but I am intrigued by your reaction. Have I done something untoward?”

“Um, well, I can’t speak for all humans, but yeah, most people aren’t as comfortable with nudity as you.”

“Then I have embarrassed you. I apologize, it was unintentional. Like all of my people, I prefer to be naked when possible.”

“You didn’t embarrass me,” she said.

“That is a lie.”

“OK, OK, I mean, yes, you surprised me, and I ogled you because I wasn’t sure… I mean… with you being an elf, I wanted to know if…and I’m sorry about that.”

“Ogled?” He sounded amused. “I am proud to maintain my body for myself and for my lovers. You may ogle me all you wish.”

That was an invitation.

Alex brought her gaze back to Cato. His usual mask was in place, but his green eyes seemed a shade darker. Perhaps it was a trick of her mind, but they seemed filled with a male arrogance that transcended species. He turned toward her, giving her a full view of his front, and she swore she whimpered. Lean yet muscular, he exuded strength, and Alex understood how he could have fought the way he had.

Cato stepped closer to her, and although the scent of liquor still lingered, another aroma—spiced and clean—was distinctly his. His gaze locked onto hers and her mouth went dry. “Will you show me how to make the water flow?” A twinkle danced in his eyes.

A jolt ran through her body at his teasing.

“I think it might be easier if you use the shower, given your height. It’s there,” she said, pointing past him. “I can turn it on for you.” His gaze followed her as she squeezed past him and she realized she needed to get out of the bathroom fast, otherwise she might proposition this man, er, elf. She turned on the water for him. “You adjust these knobs here. The one on the left is for hot water, and the one on the right for cold.”

She stepped back to let him into the shower, but he paused at the door, turning toward her.

“Would you like to join me? Among my people, washing another is considered sacred. Humbling. It would be a great honor for me to bathe you, Alex, as a token of gratitude for aiding me in my quest.”

Hell, yes. This was the one-night stand Alex had been hoping for.

But she bit her lip. Her body leapt for joy at the prospect that he would have his hands all over her, but her heart screamed no. “What would your wife say?” she blurted out, aware of the judgement in her tone.

“I meant what I said earlier, Alex. My people have joinings—what humans call sex—freely. We are open about who we are with, and there are no restrictions. My wife and I are bound by our marriage contract, yet like many other couples in our world, we join with others.”

“Does she tell you who she…joins with?”

“Not always. And it is none of my business. She has her secrets, and I have mine. We acknowledge this side of our marriage.”

“How do I know you’re telling me the truth? You lied to me about being human.”

“I never told you I was human.”

“OK, yeah, but a lie by omission is still a lie.”

“And what would you have done if I had told you I was an elf?”

Fair point.

“I told you one lie—that I was from Europe. In all else, I believe I have been truthful,” Cato said.

He could, of course, be lying to her about everything. But he had revealed some pretty big truths already. And if he was leaving tomorrow, why even mention his wife at all? Could it be he was being honest about his relationship status, as odd as that status was for her to comprehend? And, according to Sam, the universe had sent him to her. His presence was proof that the world was far more complicated than she had envisioned. In that moment, she felt the guilt leaving her body.

What a stark contrast Cato was to David. The sincerity in his voice, the kindness with which he had treated her, and the risk he had taken with his life all stirred her. She kicked off her shoes and pulled off her t-shirt and pants. Next, she took off her bra and socks. At last, she slid her panties off while keeping her gaze on him.

His face its usual mask, Cato’s gaze trailed down to her chest, lowering to the soft curls hiding her pussy. His eyes darkened, she was sure this time, to almost fully black.

“Your eyes. Is it my imagination or do they change color?”

“They do. We show our emotions with our eyes.”

“What does black mean?” she whispered.

“That I want to fuck you.”

His boldness struck right in her belly, and wetness pooled in her core. He held out his hand, and she took it, stepping into the shower. The water flowed over them as she stared up into his darkened eyes. If she hadn’t known that the color meant he was lusting after her, she would have found the eyes demonic.

“What do elves wash with?” asked Alex.

“Soap and a washcloth or sponge.”

“The body wash is right behind you in the small bottle. And the washcloths are…there,” she said, spying them folded on the sink. She dashed out of the shower and grabbed one, popping back in while Cato stood ready with the soap. She wet the cloth while he poured soap on it. He took it from her, sudsing it up.

“Turn around.”

Alex did so, holding her breath. None of her partners had ever washed her before, even though she had taken showers with them.

“Lift your hair,” he whispered into her ear.

She shivered, despite the heat of the water, and exhaled. Doing as he asked, she tried to relax while he washed the back of her neck and shoulders, working the cloth lower and lower, down to her butt. He ran the cloth against one cheek, then the other.

“You have a lovely ass, Alex.”

She bit her lip as lightning struck her again. “Thank you,” was all she managed to say. She felt him kneel behind her as he scrubbed the back of her thighs and calves. Alex lifted her feet when he asked her to, giggling as the cloth tickled her soles.

“I had hoped to make you laugh tonight. The sound pleases me.”

She turned, smiling at him, reaching for the washcloth.

He arched his brow. “I haven’t finished yet,” he said, motioning for her to turn around.

Alex blushed as she understood his meaning. He continued to look at her as he ran the cloth against her breasts, caressing her nipples, already tight from anticipation. She held her breath, wondering whether he would rub his thumb against them. But he moved farther down instead, cleaning her belly and kneeling once more, his gaze now fixed between her legs.

“You don’t have to clean there,” she said.

“Have I made you uncomfortable, sweet Alex? Only, this would be the greatest honor I could have with you, to wash the part of you that gives pleasure and life.”

How could she say no to that? She moved her legs apart, though the act heated her face again. Men had seen her pussy before but never up close in the glare of bathroom lights.

Cato pressed the cloth against her, and she gasped at the pleasure that radiated from her core, her hands flying to his shoulders for balance.

He glanced up at her. “I think you are enjoying me washing you.”

She whimpered as he caressed her folds with the cloth, her arousal building until she was sure she was squeezing his shoulders with too much force. He spent far longer cleaning her there than anywhere else. Finally, he stood so close that their bodies almost touched. So far, she had averted her gaze, not daring to check if he was hard. But now his erection pressed against her belly.

He bent his head, and for a moment, she thought he was going to kiss her. But his lips went to her ear instead. “Time to rinse you off,” he whispered.

He took the cloth, wetting it again, running it over her body. She wanted to tell him she could stand under the shower, but the elf wasn’t dumb. He was choosing to do it himself, and she was not planning on stopping him. When he knelt in front of her again, pressing the cloth against her clit, rubbing it, she cried out as more pleasure shook her. She caught his gaze and found his face filled with lust, the first expression she had seen linger on his face.

As he stood again, she snatched the cloth from his hands. “My turn.”

“I have done nothing to earn this honor,” he said, his face back to its placid expression.

“Are you kidding? Not only did you deal with those jerks at the bar, you also saved my life and exposed David for the even bigger scumbag that he is. If anyone deserves this honor, it’s you. Let’s wash your hair first. It still smells like alcohol.”

He didn’t argue as she grabbed the shampoo and worked it into his scalp, though he had to kneel for her to do it. She rinsed it out, sudsed up the cloth, and motioned for him to turn around. He brushed his hair out of the way to reveal a tattoo on his left shoulder. A straight line with a triangle on top, with three words written in a foreign language next to it. She cleaned it with the cloth.

“What does it mean, your tattoo?”

“It is a mark. All elves are born with it. It bears my name on the first line, followed by my mother’s and my father’s.”

“What does the symbol mean?”

“It means I am of the village. Low-born.”

But Alex scoffed. “There is nothing low-born about you, Cato. Not that stuff like that matters.”

“It does where I come from.”

“Well, it doesn’t to me.”

He glanced back at her for a moment, giving her a small smile.

“What do the dots next to your name mean?” she asked.

His shoulders stiffened. Had she found another sore spot?

“It means that I am second born.”

She wondered why that would bother him. “I always wanted a sibling, but I’m an only child. Do you have a brother or a sister?”

“I had a brother.”

Had.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, stopping in the middle of his back. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You did not. He died a long time ago.”

He obviously didn’t want to talk about it, because he would have said more. She continued washing him, reveling in the hardness of his body. His ass was the finest she had ever seen, all taut and perfect in its shape. She wondered what it would be like to have him on top of her—inside her—and bit her lip to keep from moaning aloud.

Alex stood. “Turn around,” she instructed, wondering how she would get through washing his front without blushing. It was a lost cause, as her cheeks were already heating.

“Is it the warmth of the water that colors you so, or are you anticipating how I will feel in your hands?” His eyes danced with mischief.

She smacked him in the chest with the cloth. “Don’t tease.”

He grabbed her by the wrist. “But I would like to continue teasing you with my tongue. A certain part of yours in particular. Hurry, so I can get to it.”

Alex swallowed hard at his words. “Stop distracting me, and I will.” He let go of her wrist, looking solemn, as she washed his chest, then kneeled down. He was hard still. She kept her touch gentle as she ran the cloth against his erection, from the tip down to the hilt. His breath hitched as she kept the cloth pressed against his leg while she wrapped her hand around his length, stroking him, the soap easing her movement. He moaned when she cupped his balls.

“Finish this task, woman, so that I might attend to you again.”

It was her turn to laugh. “I’d rather take my time, like you took yours.” She continued teasing him with the cloth and her hands, as he had done to her, until her strokes became more vigorous and he was moaning in time.

“Enough,” he said, wrenching the cloth from her hand and throwing it onto the shower floor. He pulled her to standing, using the shower head to rinse the rest of the soap off. He turned off the tap and ran his hands along them both. Fat droplets of water fell against the stall with loud cracks. A dry, albeit with tangled hair, Cato stood in front of her. All the water was gone from her body, too.

“How’d you—”

“Later,” he said, his eyes black as he lifted her to straddle his middle, carrying her out of the bathroom.


Chapter 6


Cato’s gaze never left Alex’s as he carried her into the bedroom, stopping at the foot of the bed. Her ass felt so perfect in his hands that he didn’t want to let her down yet. But she let go of him first, sliding onto her tiptoes. She pulled him down for a kiss, but he froze, flinching.

Surprise and hurt flickered across her face.

“I’m sorry, I—”

“It is I who am sorry. I became so enthralled, that I forgot my manners.”

Alex blinked up at him, her expression confused.

He took her right wrist in his hand, rubbing his thumb against the inside. “My people use this gesture to ensure mutual interest in joining. The Fates would punish us otherwise.”

“Oh,” she said, with those perfect lips. She took his right wrist and repeated the gesture.

“Lie down, Alex. I want to taste you.”

“It’s that…well…the lights are on…”

“I wish to see everything. To know everything. Please?”

She blushed but relaxed before him, scooting onto the bed, letting her legs fall apart. He relished in the sight of her, bared to him, her pussy partially covered by those light brown curls. He feathered his fingers over their softness, caressing her nub. She had liked that in the shower. Judging by the way she moaned, she seemed to be enjoying it now as well, but how could he be certain? He could not feel her arousal, and he fisted the cloth on the bed as frustration built inside him.

Alex hissed in pain and her hand flew to stay his.

“I have hurt you?” Cato asked, worry heating his eyes.

“You pressed too hard, is all. Are you OK? Only, your eyes changed color again.”

“I am sorry I caused you pain.” Cato moved to sit on the edge of the bed, bowing his head. He had been waiting for this moment for centuries and now that it was here, he felt like an elfing at his first joining—unsure of where his parts were supposed to go, all awkward knees and elbows.

Alex sidled up next to him. “What’s wrong?” She bit her lip, confusion lingering on her face once more.

“I do not know how to join with a human female. You are my first.”

“Wow,” she breathed. “I’m honored that you picked me.” She covered his hand with hers, giving it a squeeze.

Her touch gave him the courage to continue. “My people, we can sense each other’s arousal through our skin. But I cannot do so with you. What if I hurt you again? What if I cannot give you pleasure?”

“Ok, we need to circle back to that later. But right now, let’s deal with this. You didn’t hurt me in the shower, remember?”

That was true, but in the shower, he had not been in his head like he was now. And there had been the cloth between them as a barrier, taking off some of the pressure.

“Do you want to stop?” Alex asked.

“No. No, I want to join with you, Alex. But I am unsure how to continue. How will I know if I am making you feel good?”

Alex slid off the bed and straddled him. Cupping his cheeks, she caught his lips with hers in a kiss. They were as soft as he had imagined them to be. “We need to communicate and take it slow. And you need to trust that I’ll tell you if something’s off.” She tucked a strand of his hair behind his ear. “Does that sound OK?”

So far, she had shown herself to be honest, and he had no reason to doubt her now. He nodded and Alex kissed him again, her fingers moving to tangle in his hair. Arousal hit his body, and he reveled in it before freezing as shock rang through him.

Alex stopped, pulling back, concern on her face. “What’s wrong? You didn’t hurt me, I swear.”

“No, it’s not that. Only I realized you can’t feel my arousal.”

“Right, we covered that….”

“No, I mean, much like you cannot share your passion with me, I cannot share mine with you.” He marveled at this. “I never thought about it from the other perspective.”

“You are going to have to give me more information,” Alex said, still bemused.

He grinned at her, his body filling with joy as he spoke. “The older the elf, the stronger the arousal. I usually have to take great care with my lovers to make sure I do not overload them with my energy. But with you, that does not matter.” He would be able to feel himself with a partner for the first time.

“Great,” Alex said. She pulled him into another kiss and he delighted in the sensation of her mouth pressed against his before rolling her onto her back, ready to try again. Alex inched back up on the bed, spreading her legs for him without him needing to ask.

“Take it slow,” she said, reminding him.

With the frustration gone from his body, he turned his attention back to her beckoning folds. He kept his touch gentle as he caressed the nub that brought her so much pleasure, enjoying her gasps. Her slickness coated his fingers. “How kind you are to be so wet for me, Alex. I wish to taste you.” Her moan was his invitation as he lowered his head and flicked his tongue against her clit. She cried out, and he trusted, with all of his senses engaged, that she was experiencing pleasure. She tasted like the lovers of his past, all heat and copper, with a hint of sweetness. He teased her, flicking and sucking, until her hands fisted the cloth on the bed. Until she arched her back. Until she cried out his name in ecstasy.

Her breathing heavy, she reached for him. “I need you inside me, please.” Her plea was a whimper. “Wait!,” she added, sitting up. “Fuck! I don’t have any condoms.”

“Do not worry, I have these contraptions.”

“Really?”

“Yes, the witch gave them to me.” He darted into the living room to his pack as Alex giggled. What would the court say if they saw him now? But it didn’t matter. For this was real.

He returned and gave her the long string of packets. “Will you help me? I have never used one before.”

“Elves don’t have condoms?” she asked, as she ripped one packet off of the string. At the shake of his head, she looked incredulous. “What do you do about diseases? And pregnancy?”

“Our healers can heal most ailments with their magic. As for pregnancy, it is rare and can only happen among those with a marriage contract. The magic makes it so.”

“Your world fascinates me,” she said, tearing open the packet. Her gaze shined with lust as she reached for him and feathered her fingers over his shaft. He closed his eyes as a wave of pleasure radiated from his core. She put the contraption around him, and though the sensation was new, it was not unwelcome as the inside was coated with a lubricant.

Alex stroked him, and more tendrils of arousal thrummed through his body. “God, you’re magnificent, Cato.” She let go, backing up on the bed, taking the same position as she had before.

But Cato had other plans. He laid down on his side next to her, cupping her cheek with his free hand. “I want you on top, Alex. I want to watch your face as you take me inside you.” He needed to see the pleasure of having him inside her reflected on her face.

“I’m not so good in that position, though. I mean, I haven’t had a lot of practice like that.”

At least here he could be of some use to them, having centuries of practice himself. He lowered himself to capture her mouth in a kiss. “I yearn to have the vision of you coming seared into my memory forever. We can find that sweet rhythm together if you trust in us in this moment.”

It was her turn now to let go. Her eyes widened as she nodded. He rolled onto his back as she climbed on top of him, settling just below his cock. She stroked him again, uncertainty playing on her face.

“Look at me,” he said.

Her gaze found his and he let his lust flood his eyes again so she could see how much he wanted her. Her own eyes lidded and she rose, his hands floating to her hips to help steady her as she guided him to her opening.

Alex took him farther inside her with every gentle thrust of her hips, each moan from her own lips causing his own arousal to build, until at last he filled her. Cato arched back as his first orgasm hit him.

“Oh,” she remarked, surprise flickering across her face. “It’s all right,” Alex said, as she moved off of him.

“Why are you stopping?” he whimpered. “Do human females torture their lovers? You felt so good around me, Alex. Please do not stop.”

“But didn’t you… you know… come?”

“The first of many. I will stay hard for a long time.”

“Oh my God,” she said as she returned to him. Alex bit her lip and moaned as she slid down his length once more.

He held her hips, helping her, and they soon found their rhythm again. Releasing his usual hold on his arousal, he sensed the full build of his own orgasms, helpless as ecstasy assailed him over and over. Climax had never come so fast and so many times. He was approaching Bliss far sooner than he ever had.

Alex’s breathing quickened, her fingers digging into his biceps as though she were clinging to him for dear life. As her eyes closed and her face radiated with her impending climax, he decided to he would try and take her into his dreams alongside him. He let go, Bliss washing over him as his seed spilled, while Alex cried out and then laid down on his chest. With the last of his energy, he tipped her face up.

“Look at me, love.” Her brown eyes met his and then they were gone.

***

Alex blinked around her. Heat radiated at her back, and she settled into it, looking up to find Cato smiling down at her.

“Where are we?” she asked. They had been in their room in the Plaza, having the most magnificent sex of her life. But now they were sitting on what appeared to be a thick tree trunk in the middle of a forest blanketed by twilight.

“This is where I go when I experience Bliss,” he whispered into her ear, making her shiver.

“Did we leave the hotel?” She was a little alarmed, given that she was naked.

“No, our bodies are still in the bedchamber, safe. But I have taken our spirits to this resting place. When a male elf spills his seed, there is a period of recovery during which his spirit can travel to a dream of his own making. This is mine,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I did not know if it would work with a human, but as you are here, it did.”

Staying hard through multiple orgasms had been quite the surprise, but this was exquisite. Alex looked up at the patches of sky peeking through the forest canopy above them. It was not the solemn shade of blue that normally accompanied dusk, but filled with stars upon stars and galaxies swirling in hues she had never seen. Alex could stay here for eternity and never get bored staring up at that sky. A frog croaked, and she glanced down to find a pond at the base of their tree, dotted with lilies. Fireflies danced below them.

“This place is magical. You can take anyone here?”

“I only take those with whom I share a special bond. You are the second person I have brought here, my wife being the first.”

“Won’t she be jealous?” Though she felt special, she wondered how his wife would feel. Even with the honesty between them, she wasn’t sure if polyamory was for her.

“She might be,” he said with a shrug.

“That doesn’t bother you?” She didn’t want to come across as judgmental but could not understand how to navigate this space.

“It does not. Sometimes I get jealous, sometimes she does. We manage it. If I think I need more time with my wife, I will tell her this. She does the same. Sometimes, we make love together with our lovers, to share in the experience of the joining that the Fates have blessed us with.”

“Can female elves do this too?” she said, waving her hand around.

“Yes, though it is much harder for them. We do not know why.”

Of all the things that had happened, that surprised her the least. It seemed like females got the short end of the stick no matter what species they were.

“What’s happening to our bodies?”

“They remain asleep. I can usually linger here for several hours before I awaken. It will reinvigorate me with the energy and concentration I will need to face David and this Mr. Kagami. Being here with you will give me that necessary strength.” He tipped her head up, and they kissed again. The heat flooding her middle during their shared dream surprised her, and Alex pulled back only to catch the look of lust on Cato’s face.

“Your face is more expressive now. Is that because we know each other better?”

“No,” he said, taking her arm and trailing kisses from her wrist to her elbow.

She shuddered with each one. “My people show emotions with our eyes more than with our faces, but during joining and intimate moments, we relax.”

He seemed to be relaxed now. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course,” he said, stroking her cheek. “I will try to answer if I can.”

“What happened to your brother?” She instantly regretted her question as he tensed. Grief marred his face, his eyes shining turquoise. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t—”

“You are curious. There is no harm in that. It is not a pleasant tale, though. Are you sure you wish to hear it?” he asked, his voice filled with pain.

Alex squeezed his hand, and he gave her a small smile. She wanted to know everything about him, even his ghosts.

“You see, the Fates do not give us our Blessings outright. Rather, they infuse some of us with natural talents. I have a knack for working with fire, while my brother wielded lightning. He could summon his own bolts when he wished and when it stormed, he was able to draw lightning to him with the same ease as a beautiful lover attracts their partners. But working with flame is dangerous. We must exercise the utmost control. If even a single ember or spark were to land in the wrong place…. You can only imagine the devastation that might occur. One day…he lost control and burned himself and my father to death. I was eight, too young to do anything but watch them die as the flames engulfed them.”

Alex gasped as her blood ran cold.

“It was not his fault. There was a storm brewing that day. A lightning wielder becomes akin to a tree, drawing the bolts to them, and it takes the height of control to withstand nature’s raw power. One slip in concentration and….” He bowed his head.

Alex cupped his cheek, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m sorry that happened to you and your family. I guess that’s why you’re so careful with your magic?”

“It’s too unpredictable and a cruel way to die. I use it only as a last resort, and I try to make the death instant.”

She pulled him into a hug, kissing his cheek. “Thank you for saving me and Sam, even though it must have been hard for you.”

He smiled down at her, and she settled back into him. They talked more about his world, and Alex committed every answer to memory, delighting in the experience, no matter how fleeting it would be. He explained how elves developed special skin during puberty, which allowed them to share arousal. They talked about how magic shaped much of his people’s lives, even preventing elves from lying to one another. Every elf could perform simple tasks like drying themselves after bathing, but they considered specific magic, like Cato’s, as a calling—similar to how humans perceived careers. Elves regarded these callings as Blessings bestowed by the Fates.

He told her of his life guarding the Crown Prince and explained how he had been on his way to take leave when he had met the witch. She had asked him to help, giving him only one day to retrieve the ball.

“Everything about your world seems so magical. Yet you agreed to help the witch, coming here even though you might get stuck forever. Why risk everything?”

He let his head fall against the trunk, staying silent, pondering her question. “When the Fates ask something of an elf, it is difficult to turn Them down, even when the task seems insurmountable. But I confess, my motives were not entirely altruistic.” Hesitation played on his face. “I also came here in search of a dalliance with a human. My kingdom does not allow elves to join with humans. Execution awaits those who break the law.”

Alex sucked in her breath, stiffening against him. “Why?” What was so wrong with her species?

“Humans and elves have a long history of conflict. Millennia ago, when humans started slaughtering more of our people, our council deemed it prudent to put down these laws for safety. They have stuck ever since.”

“That’s sad. You’d think we could all get along. Wait a minute,” she said as panic flooded her. “What will you say when they ask you what you did on vacation, if you can’t lie?”

“It is indeed true that I cannot lie, but that does not mean I have to speak the full tale of what transpired between us. Besides, no court will question me about it. They need evidence or a witness before they can investigate.” He tickled her chin. “Are you planning to give me away?”

Alex laughed, shaking her head. “Never.” Then she sobered. “It sounds like your people wouldn’t welcome me if I visited.”

“They would kill you on sight, and I would find it hard to forgive myself for leading you into such danger.”

Her heart sank as she leaned back against him. They would have to say goodbye after all. For one fleeting moment, she thought they could manage some kind of long-distance relationship. But she realized they weren’t meant to be. He was married, and though she had no regrets about spending one night with him, she knew in her heart that polyamory wasn’t for her. Not to mention the death sentence that awaited her if she ventured into his world. She would have to make the most of what little time they had.

“I have made you sad, Alex, and I did not mean to. I am glad I took this risk, in part, because I was able to meet you. Your picture tempted me when the witch showed it to me.”

“You mean, when you walked into the bar you thought you would get lucky twice-over?” she teased him.

“I hoped.”

“Why’d you want to have sex with us humans, anyway? If we’re so terrible.” A faint blush tinged his cheeks, and her heart melted at how sweet he looked.

“A long time ago, when I was an elfing, I found a scroll describing joinings with humans as the best an elf could experience. And now I understand why. For the first time in my life, I have felt my full pleasure with a lover.” He tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear, his gaze falling to her lips. “You know, we could join again while here in Bliss.”

“Really?” She turned around, straddling him. “Tell me again how you want me.”


Chapter 7


Cato stirred with Alex in his arms, blinking as the light stung his eyes. He gazed down at her and hardened, wanting to be inside her again. Lust coursed through his body in a way it hadn’t for many sun cycles. He felt fulfilled. Invigorated. Had a single night with a human lover done what the Crown Prince had requested of him? Perhaps it was too soon to tell for certain, but he felt different.

Gently, he shifted Alex off, placing her head on the pillow, which she snuggled closer to. Revelations hit him like a punch to the gut, one after the other. He would never see her again after tonight, if he was successful. And she would die far sooner than him. They had not discussed his far longer life span and, in that moment, he decided to keep it a secret. What good would it do to point out the difference? He would only hurt her further.

Cato used the privy and took a shower. Afterward, he gazed out of the window at a vast park as he contemplated what lay ahead. Alex had helped him fulfill his desire, but he still owed the witch. He would not abandon the light beings residing in the ball. Taking a breath, he infused his body with the strength of the Fates to face the task before him.

As he donned his elven clothes, he concealed the weapons he would need in strategic places. Dressed in various shades of brown and black, he would stand out—his outfit was unusual compared to what the humans wore here. However, the clothes that the witch had magicked on him were ill-suited for an assault, so he would have to make do.

As he finished dressing, Alex appeared in the doorway of the bedchamber and whistled, approaching him with a grin on her face.

“Is this what you usually wear in the elf lands?” She rubbed the cloth at his chest and he hardened under her touch.

Amusement at her name for his world darkened his eyes before he caught it. He would have to regain his control. It would not do to have emotions or arousal distracting him during battle. The time for joining and levity was over.

Still, he need not be harsh with her, as she was no warrior. He squeezed Alex’s hand. “I usually wear my guard uniform. These are my travel clothes. They are more suited to battle than what I wore last night.”

“Battle?” Her eyes widened, that panicked look returning.

“Fear not, Alex, we will be victorious tonight. I can sense the Fates on our side.” He kissed her forehead. “Go, ready yourself. We must reunite with Sam and discuss the plan.”

Alex swallowed hard, but nodded, her resolve fixed on her face. She went to shower, and though she tempted him enough to make him consider asking if he could join her, he stayed put.

Several minutes later, Alex opened the bathroom door, wrapped in a towel. “Will you do that trick of yours with the water?” she called.

He kept his arousal at bay as he walked toward her, ignoring the urge to dry her with the towel instead. Using his magic, he moved the water from her body into the sink, taking his time with her hair so he wouldn’t leave it a tangled mess.

“Thank you. I think that will always amaze me,” Alex said as she regarded herself in the mirror. She smiled at him as she walked from the bathroom to the bedroom, emerging dressed a few minutes later. She carried an empty bag in her hand.

“We can put your clothes from last night in here. The hotel will wash them and we can pick them up later.” Alex dashed into the bathroom, where his clothes still lay, emerging with the bundle.

Cato would not be back to retrieve the witch’s clothes if they succeeded—which they would because he could not fail—but he did not think reminding her of that was prudent. He shook the thought from his own mind to focus on the priority—finding David, Kagami, and the light beings.

They left their suite and headed down to the lobby to check out and drop off the laundry, with Alex explaining to the staff that they would be back later. Cato paid the bill with the plastic card, still amused that humans considered this a proper form of payment. As they walked away, one of the employees came running after them.

“Miss Lacey. You have a message.” She handed Alex a small envelope.

Alex opened it. “2 p.m., Rosie’s,” she read aloud. “This is from Sam.” She glanced at the ornate clock in the lobby. “It’s almost one o’clock,” Alex continued. “If we leave now, we should get there, no problem.”

The hotel staff hailed a taxi for them, and they climbed in. Alex gave the driver the directions while Cato kept a careful watch to make sure they were not being followed. The trip proved uneventful. Wherever the rogue David and Kagami’s scoundrels were, they were not near.

The driver pulled up at the diner and Cato settled the bill once more, not wanting Alex to be put out. It was his quest, after all. They walked into Rosie’s, and Cato’s stomach rumbled as the scent of bacon and eggs wafted toward him. Sam waved at them from a table laden with food.

“Hungry?” Alex asked.

Sam shrugged. “I figured you two would be.” She looked back and forth between them, grinning. “You had sex.”

“Sam, keep your voice down,” Alex hissed.

To Cato, the comment was not untoward, as elves often discussed joinings in the open, but since it seemed to upset Alex, he remained silent.

Sam squealed, reaching a pitch Cato had not thought possible for humans, and stomped her feet on the floor while clapping.

“I’m so happy you got laid!” Sam exclaimed, barely above a whisper. “Thanks,” she added, grinning at Cato while Alex, as red as the bottle on the table called ‘ketchup,’ covered her face.

“Let us focus on the task at hand, Sam,” Cato said, with Alex shooting him a grateful look.

“You two take the fun out of everything,” she responded, taking a sip of a dark, bubbly liquid.

“Did you talk to your brother?” he asked as he tucked into a plate of eggs and bacon. He doubted these humans had obtained the meat by hunting, but he was famished and could ill afford to scorn it.

“Yeah. It wasn’t easy getting anything out of him. He became super suspicious when I mentioned this Kagami dude. Apparently, one of his detective friends has been on Kagami’s trail for a long time. And he’s bad news. Listen, I know you need to get that sphere back, but be careful—this guy leaves a trail of dead bodies wherever he goes. The cops can’t pin anything on him. Every time they’ve tried, he gets the charges dropped or the witnesses recant. Or worse.”

“I have no choice but to stop him,” said Cato. “I must retrieve the sphere. But you two should stay away.” He would not risk their lives again.

The ladies both huffed at him.

“No way. We aren’t letting you go after those goons alone,” said Sam.

“The last time we were in their clutches, you both nearly died,” he countered.

“Says the guy who got tasered,” Sam shot back.

“I would have been fine,” Cato said, keeping his tone firm.

Alex looked between them both, chewing on her lip. “Come on, Sam, he’s right, we’re no match for these guys. We don’t have magic or any training. We’d end up being a liability again.” Cato didn’t want to second that statement, but he would if Sam did not relent.

Sam slumped back. “Fine, but we’ll help you get into Kagami’s office, at least.”

“But we don’t even know where his office is,” said Alex.

“While you two were doing it, I made myself useful and called 411. It’s on the corner of Fifty-first and Sixth.”

Cato crossed his arms over his chest. “And how do you plan on helping me get inside?”

“I already have an idea,” Sam said, waggling her brows over her drink.

***

Several hours later, Cato, Sam, and Alex walked into the towering building that housed Kagami’s office, the cacophony of the city streets sounding around them. Alex said they were in midtown, one of the merchant areas of the city. How these humans got business done with all of this noise around them was beyond his comprehension.

Both ladies held flower bouquets while he carried balloons. Sam and Alex had changed into black shirts and pants, thinking that they made good uniforms for a delivery, and Cato thought their ruse clever as they blended in with the other workers around them. Meanwhile, they had decided Cato could keep his outfit, thinking that if anyone asked, they’d say he was in costume to perform a birthday song. He hoped it would not come to that.

Sam led them to the service entrance of the building at the same time that a man delivering crates of bottles was entering. “Hold that for us, would ya?” she asked, giving him a smile that the human enjoyed judging by how his face lit up.

“Sure thing, sweetheart,” he responded in a thick accent, holding the door open with the back of his foot.

They followed the man down into a drab hallway, fluorescent lights flickering above them, until they reached two doors that opened with a ping—another elevator. Based on Sam’s information, he was to take it to the top floor, where Mr. Kagami’s office was located.

“Hey, you three!” shouted a stout human male behind a small table. Sam had warned him they might get stopped.

“Who, us?” said Sam, feigning innocence.

“Yeah, you. You gotta sign in, and I gotta call up before you can go.” He beckoned them to the table with a crook of his finger.

Sam balanced the flowers on her hip while Alex took Cato’s balloons, shielding him from view. He backed up until he found the “up” button. “Look, Officer…Simmons, we got a schedule to keep. It’s Mr. Kagami’s birthday today and if he doesn’t get his flowers and his balloons, my manager’s gonna ream my ass.”

“Don’t try that bull with me. Everyone signs in, everyone gets called up. No exceptions.”

“Fine, but if I’m late, I’m going to tell Mr. Kagami it was your fault.”

“I don’t know who Mr. Kagami is and I don’t care. I got my rules, otherwise it’s my job on the line.”

“If you knew who he was, you would care,” said Sam, shaking her head and glancing at Alex, who Cato was certain was trying hard not to give up their ruse.“Come on, Lexi, we better sign in.”

They walked up to the guard’s station as Cato slipped into the elevator, the guard too distracted to notice.

As the doors closed, he bid Alex a silent goodbye. They would leave now and return to safety while he ascended to confront the thieves. Should he fail and perish, she would not bear witness to it. They had agreed to wait for him at Alex’s apartment and had written the address on a note, now tucked into his bag. He adjusted it more snugly against his back. As the elevator went up, he took a deep breath, bracing himself for the fight he knew was coming.

The doors slid open onto the top floor, and Cato stepped into an empty hallway. He followed the signs to Kagami Holdings, keeping close to the wall for the little protection it offered. Cato pulled a throwing star from beneath his clothes and held it in his hand, ready to strike. At the corner, he paused, listening for any lurking enforcers.

Fabric rustled behind him, and he spun around. Hikari stood there, gun aimed.

He pulled the trigger.

Cato dodged the bullet and flung the star at Hikari, who lunged to avoid it. He drew out another star, lobbing it at the human, aiming for his wrist.

The star found its mark and Hikari screamed. He dropped his gun and staggered back, clutching his bleeding wrist.

Cato took advantage, aiming a kick straight into Hikari’s chest. The human flew backwards, hitting the floor with a grunt.

Footsteps thundered behind Cato.

He turned to find three more humans, guns raised. He had no choice. Lava erupted from his hands, the temperature as hot as he could make it, vaporizing the humans before they could even scream. Cato left no piles of ash this time.

Hikari was back on his feet again, and Cato spied his gun a few feet away. With a swift kick, he sent it skidding across the floor. “Stand down. I have no quarrel with you, only with David and your leader.”

More footsteps sounded behind him.

Cato glanced back to see two men holding a hose. As he drew forth his fire, a jet of water shot out of it, sending him flying across the hall. He landed hard, his pack absorbing some of the impact. Before he could react, pain seared his neck. His hand flew to the spot, fingers brushing against the dart embedded there. He glanced at Hikari and saw the human pocketing the tube that had fired the dart.

Hikari walked over to stand over Cato, blood still seeping from his wound onto the floor. “Fucking elf,” he said as he kicked Cato in the ribs. The pain was nothing compared to the shame of failure washing over him as his vision dimmed. Hikari knelt next to him, his face twisted in a cruel smirk. “We’ve been expecting you.”


Chapter 8


Alex fought against her bonds without luck. As she and Sam were leaving the building, Sam pretending they’d gotten the address wrong, two goons had appeared behind them, pressing guns at the base of their heads, the guard none the wiser. The goons pretended they had come down to collect Sam and Alex, so that everyone in the office would be surprised by the birthday visit. Knowing Kagami’s men would have no problem shooting them and anyone else around, they had no choice but to comply as the goons forced them into the elevator. Once they reached the office, the goons tied Alex and Sam to a chair and gagged them.

David smirked at her from across the room.

“I warned you yesterday, Lexi. You should get better friends.”

She wanted to tell him the same, but her gag prevented her. Instead, she glared at him while Sam, also gagged, seemed to unleash a litany of what Alex guessed were swearwords in David’s direction.

He laughed, taunting them by rolling the ball around in his hand. Alex’s heart ached for the tiny beings that lived there and she hoped Cato was on his way—millions of lives depended on him.

The door opened and in walked Hikari, two men dragging an unconscious Cato into the room. Alex’s stomach dropped. She exchanged a pained look with Sam as her friend’s face paled. Her hope for escape shattered. Her only solace was that Cato did not appear to be dead as the men tossed his bag into a corner and dragged him to a chair. They bound him to the chair using chains rather than the rope they had used to tie her and Sam up. The goons then took a dart out of his neck and she understood how they’d taken him down.

She sent a prayer—to God, to the Fates, to anyone who could help—for him to wake up.

David wandered over to Cato and kicked his chair, his mouth turned down in contempt.

“Do not touch him,” said Hikari, coldness in his eyes. “Mr. Kagami wants him unharmed.”

“Why? Not much of a hero for one dart to take him down,” he said, shrugging Hikari’s warning off.

“Tell that to the three scorch marks on the hallway carpet,” said Hikari.

Alex’s heart went out to Cato, knowing what it took for him to use his fire magic.

“Besides, I do not question him. I do what I’m told, and I would suggest you do the same. We will wait now for his arrival. He will decide what to do with the women,” Hikari added, his voice icy as he sauntered up to Sam and crouched down in front of her.

“I know your brother works for the NYPD. This was their dumbest attempt at a bust yet. Mr. Kagami does not like to be taken for a fool and played with. I am sure he will want to send them a message. This one is from me.” Hikari rose, then slapped Sam across the face.

Alex screamed against her gag, but he ignored her. Instead, Hikari walked to a comfortable leather chair and sat down, calling for a whiskey and a medic.

Tears filled Sam’s eyes, and the two regarded each other. What had they been thinking? This had all been a huge mistake. One that they would pay for with their lives. Cato’s faith in the Fates came back to her. Desperate, she sent one more prayer to Them, hoping against hope that he would wake up and save them. She thought she saw his face twitch, but when she looked again, there was nothing.

One goon handed Hikari his whiskey, and he sipped it while another examined his wound. The man did not flinch as the medic began to clean and then stitch his wrist. After the medic finished, he pulled on a fresh shirt.

David did nothing but pace around the room. Occasionally, Alex thought she saw worry crease his forehead when he glanced in her direction, but she chalked it up to another trick of her imagination. David didn’t care about anyone except for David.

Time passed, and by the position of the sun, it was around six o’clock. Alex’s stomach twisted in knots at the thought of meeting Kagami, given how welcoming his henchmen had been.

Cato moaned, his eyes flickering open, and Alex choked back a sob. He was awake! Perhaps there was hope for them after all. But her heart skipped a beat when the double doors to the office opened again. A fit man with salt and pepper hair entered, accompanied by two more goons. Hikari leapt out of his chair and bowed low.

The man, whom Alex assumed to be Kagami, ignored her and Sam as he strode toward Cato. “So, this is the one who reduced so many of my men to nothing. A beautiful specimen,” he remarked with a chuckle. “You have made Hikari jealous. I never thought he was capable of feeling any emotions other than rage.” He stepped around to reveal Cato, who was now fully awake.

Cato locked gazes with Alex but did not speak. Only the color of his eyes calmed her. They were their normal green. Surely, they would have changed if he was afraid?

Kagami walked to the bar where several bottles of whiskey stood and poured two glasses. “Unchain him,” he ordered Hikari. When his assistant hesitated, he shouted in Japanese, prompting Hikari to rush to the chair to comply.

With his hands freed, Cato accepted the drink Kagami offered. He wasn’t fighting back, and Alex’s heart thundered in her chest, wondering why he wasn’t using even a little of his magic to get them out of here.

“Drink with me as my guest.”

“Do you always tie up your guests and beat them?”

“Only the ones who give me trouble. Your friends will be safe, so long as you comply with my request. Now, come, let us share a drink, elf.”

Though Cato hesitated for a moment, he raised his glass and downed it.

“Good,” said Kagami, slamming his glass on a nearby table before taking Cato’s and doing the same. He ordered Hikari to chain Cato up again.

That he still did not put up a fight or use his fire magic worried Alex. What was he playing at? Had they used another device against him? She was tired of her pounding heart and wondered whether a heart attack would kill her first.

“Now that we have greeted each other properly, let us discuss business,” Kagami said, nodding to one of his men who then brought a chair next to Cato. Judging by Cato’s expression, he seemed unfazed by their current predicament. “I would like to hire you to work for me. Name your price, and I will meet it.”

Hikari’s eyes widened, but he remained silent.

“Why?” Cato kept his tone neutral, giving nothing away about his thoughts on Kagami’s offer.

“That should be obvious. Your magic is priceless. I saw the video of you reducing my men to ash within seconds last night. You would be indispensable to my operations. In exchange, I will offer you unimaginable wealth.”

Alex stifled a groan. There had been cameras near the warehouse, and they had captured everything. The realization hit her like a splash of ice water to the face—they had walked straight into a trap!

Finally, Cato spoke. “You know nothing about me and you wish to hire me as an assassin?”

Kagami shrugged. “I know about men. They all have a price.” He took a knife out of his pocket, spinning it as he stood. Quick as a flash, he brought it down into Alex’s thigh.

Pain seared her as she screamed, the sound muffled by the gag.

Kagami still didn’t look at her as he spoke to Cato. “Why should you be any different? You want her pain to stop? For her to live? You will agree to work for me.”

Cato showed no reaction to her stabbing. He hadn’t flinched or moved. It was as if he wasn’t even breathing. “You humans are all the same. Greed is your only motivator. I will never agree to work for you. Not for her life, not for her friend’s life.”

Alex froze at his harsh words, numb even to the throbbing of her leg. The pain seemed so far away now. Did Cato truly not care about her because she was human? Was that why he wasn’t using his magic to save them?

David sidled up to Kagami, and Alex definitely caught the worry in his gaze this time. “Mr. Kagami, we can work something out. Let’s not get too carried away. I have the sphere you want. Let us go, keep the elf, and we’ll make sure we don’t bother you again. The girls are innocent and they’ll keep their mouths shut.”

Alex held her breath. Was David trying to save them?

Mr. Kagami stared at David, as though he was considering his suggestion. He spoke in Japanese to Hikari. Before Alex could even take another breath, before her leg gave another painful throb, Hikari took out a gun and shot David in the chest twice. He fell backwards onto the floor, his eyes closed and body motionless as blood blossomed over his white shirt.

Alex gasped as shock rang through her while Sam’s muffled scream filled the room. Though David had been a scumbag, he didn’t deserve to be murdered.

“Get the sphere,” Kagami ordered Hikari. With a smirk, Hikari walked over to David’s body and dug it out of his pocket, then handed it to Kagami. Holding it up between his forefinger and thumb, Kagami watched the sphere shimmer in awe. “Beautiful. I was told there is life in this. How idiotic for them to sequester themselves in a ball. They deserve to die.”

A flash burst from the ball, causing Kagami and Hikari to scream and collapse to their knees, hands covering their eyes.

Alex shut her eyes against the blinding light. A crash sounded, and she opened them to find Cato on his feet, fighting two goons. His wrists still wore cuffs, the trailing chains whipping around, but he was no longer bound to the chair, which lay upended on the floor. In swift movements, Cato broke the men’s necks in succession.

Two more rushed at him, but he used his chains to his advantage, twirling them around like a mace, hitting them both square in the eyes. They fell, screaming as blood streamed from their faces. Cato gave them swift deaths as well, and Alex was sure the sound of snapping bones would haunt her for a long time.

Alex spied Hikari reaching for his gun. He aimed it at Cato.

“Cato! He’s got a gun!” she screamed through her gag.

Whether he had somehow understood her muffled warning or reacted instinctively due to his training, Cato spun around to face Hikari.

The man shot at Cato twice, but the assassin was squinting as though his eyes still bothered him, and his aim was erratic. He pointed a third time, but Cato launched himself at Hikari, knocking the gun out of his hands, and the two fell to the floor in a tangle of fists.

Alex exhaled, silently thanking God that Cato had escaped death, at least for the moment. She tugged her bonds in an attempt to free herself, and she could see Sam straining as well, but it was futile—they were too tight. Suddenly, she heard movement behind her. She turned to see David straining to cut the rope with a knife.

“I’m sorry…for everything…Tell my wife I love her…,” he gasped, blood spurting from his mouth, as he cut her free at last. His arm fell with the knife, the light going out of his eyes.

Alex reached around the chair and grabbed the knife, too shocked to process the horror of his death in that moment. She cut the rope at her feet and Sam’s ties. Then Alex removed her gag, while Sam did the same.

“Go, get help,” she said to Sam.

“No, I’m not—”

“Go!” Alex’s leg gave a painful throb, but she ignored it.

Sam swore but ran out of the office.

Kagami was crawling toward Hikari’s dropped gun. Rage seized her, and ignoring her throbbing leg and the voice that was screaming at her to get the hell out of there, she took the knife she was still holding and plunged it in the back of Kagami’s knee. He screamed and turned to look at her, his face livid as he shouted words she didn’t understand.

The fire alarm went off and Alex almost sagged in relief. That must have been Sam’s doing. Help would be on the way.

Alex grabbed the gun before Kagami could get at it, pointing it at him.

“You wouldn’t dare—”

Her finger slipped, and she pulled the trigger, shooting Kagami in the arm. He screamed for Hikari.

But Cato was holding Hikari in a headlock, the man’s head lolling to the side—Kagami’s right-hand man was gone. He laid Hikari aside, then pulled something resembling a large pen from the dead man’s pocket, examining it for a moment before his eye color shifted to hunter green. The elf stood, aimed, and shot a dart at Kagami, who fell silent, his head clunking against the floor. Cato bent down and retrieved the sphere from the floor, pocketing it.

At last, he reached for Alex, wrenching her into his arms.

***

Cato felt Alex stiffen against him, rather than the relief he had anticipated. Then he remembered—she was injured. “Your leg. It must pain you.” He glanced down and noticed a darker spot visible against the black fabric of her trousers, a hint of red peeking through the small tear made by Kagami’s knife.

“It’s fine,” she said, pushing away from him. “The paramedics will deal with it.”

“Alex—”

“I said it’s fine. You don’t care about humans.” She sat down hard on a chair, sobbing.

Cato placed his hand on her shoulder. “Look at me, Alex.” When she wouldn’t, he knelt down. “Please.”

Her tear-filled gaze met his.

“Though it pains me to admit it, Alex, I was lying, biding my time for any chance to gain the upper hand. The potion in the dart Hikari used crippled my fire magic and what little I had left, I used to break my chains.” Cato still could not summon his magic, even though his normal strength had returned by the time Kagami had forced that drink upon him. He should have remembered his lessons from past battles with humans—some of their darts could interfere with an elf’s magic. He had not expected to encounter that here. Otherwise, he would have taken an antidote beforehand.

“You said you didn’t care if we died. If I died.”

He reached up and caressed her cheek. “Goose, that was also a lie. Forgive me. Diplomacy is not something I practice often. By appearing strong and unyielding, I thought he would direct his anger at me, not you. I was wrong, and you bore the consequences of my folly.”

She searched his face, then threw herself around him. He caught her before they tumbled to the floor. “It was so horrible,” she choked out, sobbing into his neck.

He stood, bringing her with him, and stroked her hair until she calmed down. “You were so brave, removing your bonds and fighting Kagami.”

“David helped me,” she whispered, turning her head to glance at David’s body. “I can’t believe he’s dead. What am I going to tell his wife?”

“Normally, I would advise you to speak the truth. But in this case, I am not sure how much of it she would believe. Do what will help you move on and let go of this ordeal.”

She nodded, and he tilted her face up, capturing her sweet lips in a fierce kiss. How he wished he had more time with her. How he wished he could wash these events away, first with a long bath, then a long joining, where he would pleasure her for several sun spans, until joining was all she remembered of the world. But he could not make it so. Cato had a duty to return the light beings to the witch and to go back to his own world. He took the ball out of his pocket.

“Thank you for saving us,” Alex whispered to the light beings. Their blinding light had given Cato the distraction he had needed to save them.

The light flickered, the dimmest that Cato had seen it. “I must take them back to the witch as soon as possible.” He met Alex’s gaze, the sadness in her eyes tugging at his own heart.

They were interrupted by the opening doors. Led by Sam, several humans entered, and to Cato’s shame, he welcomed the distraction.

Cops and others in uniforms crowded around those lying on the floor. One person approached Alex and, together with Cato, they helped her to a chair.

“Name’s Luke. I’m with EMS. Let’s take a look at you, hun,” the man said as he crouched down to assess her wound. Cato realized that he was a healer, though the proper term in this world was ‘medic.’

Someone tapped him on the shoulder and, when he turned around, Sam slapped him across the face.

“You fucking elf bastard!” she shouted, her face flushed with anger.

“Sam, relax, he was pretending,” said Alex.

Cato allowed the amusement to reach his eyes and his face. If only Sam had witnessed Alex moments before….

“Oh, well, sorry,” said Sam. She cleared her throat and patted his chest as an apology. Since her slap had been more like a tap, he let it go with a wink.

“Come and meet my brother,” Sam continued, pulling him toward a tall, brown-haired man. “Cato, this is Brian. I called him from the front desk. Luckily, he was on duty and came right over.”

Brian extended his hand, which Cato stared at for a moment before the witch’s magic reminded him that handshakes were customary here. He shook it, noting the firmness of the man’s grip.

“Sam said you were foreign. Where you from again?” Brian asked.

“Europe.”

The man nodded. “Checks out.” He blew out a breath as he surveyed the room. “This is going to mean a hell of a lot of paperwork, even if it was self defense like Sam explained. We’re going to need statements from everyone.” He gave his sister a stern look. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

“He stole something we needed back.” Sam responded with a shrug.

“So you marched into the office of a known killer?”

“First of all, he abducted us. And second of all, you clearly haven’t had any luck in catching him. You’re welcome, by the way.”

Cato left the siblings to their bickering to check on Alex. The medic had stabilized her wound by placing rolls of gauze around the knife, with more gauze binding it all. Not the healing Cato had been expecting.

“There’s not much I can do here for you, hon. We’ve gotta get you to the hospital so they can remove the knife and stitch you up. Give you antibiotics. Your vitals are stable, though, so that’s good.”

Alex eyed Cato, and he understood the question lingering in her gaze.

“It is time,” he said. His tongue tingled—the magic of the bargain was waning. If he did not leave soon, he would miss his chance. Though the prospect of staying here with Alex beguiled him, he would neither abandon his wife nor would he forsake his duty.

“Can you give me a second?” she said to the medic.

Cato helped Alex to her feet, and they hobbled together toward the doors.

“Hey, wait a minute there, you two. I need statements,” shouted Brian.

“We need to use the bathroom,” Alex blurted out.

“Fine. But I want you back here in two minutes,” he warned.

Alex nodded.

As they left, Cato grabbed his pack, trying as best as he could to be discrete. He needn’t have worried, however, as the cops were distracted. They stepped outside the office and moved to a secluded corner, Alex leaning on Cato for support.

They faced each other, with Alex wrapping her arms around her middle, her eyes brimming with tears. Cato fought the urge to join with her one last time as fiercely as he fought the urge to whisk her away with him. He reminded himself that they were not meant to be together.

“I will never forget you, Goose. You let me feel myself fully with a lover for the first, and likely only, time in my life. You have revitalized me in a way I never imagined possible,” he whispered, cupping her cheeks and wiping away her tears with his thumbs.

“Me neither,” Alex replied, burying her head in his chest. “I know you can’t stay,” she murmured against him.

“I am sorry that I have made you sad.”

She lifted her head and looked up at him. “No, don’t say that. I don’t have any regrets,” she said, smiling through her tears. “I’m so happy I met you, even if it was only for a day. And I almost died. Twice.”

Though he would never know if she was speaking the truth about being happy to meet him, it didn’t matter. He believed in her sincerity. Cato cradled Alex, kissing the top of her head—a gesture reserved for the closest of relationships, bestowed by an older elf to a younger one, though she would not know this.

Alex pulled him down for one last kiss. He savored the taste and feel of her lips, committing every sensation to memory. Then she broke the kiss and stepped away from him.

Cato swallowed down his sorrow at their parting, distracting himself with one last task before he left. He reached into his pack and took out the wallet, handing it to her. “Take this as payment for all the trouble and expense I caused you. It is the least I can do.”

She shook her head, but he pressed it into her hand. Alex sighed but kept it.

There was never going to be an easy way to say goodbye to her, but a farewell at night seemed fitting. They would never meet again and starting his next dawn without her was a blessing from the Fates—a new beginning for them both.

Cato placed his hand over his heart. “Goodbye, Alex.”

She raised her hand in farewell, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Cato never took his gaze off of Alex as he spoke the words that would take him home. “I have fulfilled my bargain with the witch.” The ring blazed green, and he vanished.

***

Cato appeared in the witch’s peculiar home, stumbling until mottled hands steadied him. She beamed down at him.

“The beings, please,” the witch said, her expression tense as she held out her hand.

Cato handed her the sphere, and she placed it into its holder. Light blazed from both spheres. “Will they survive?”

“Yes, oh yes. Thank you.” Her eyes glistened with tears. “Well, you’re no worse off than before I sent you. Tell me, did you find what you were seeking?” she asked.

“I think you already know.”

She chuckled, her gaze turning sly. “Now, I believe I promised you a reading. I will allow you to ask one question. Let me get my ball.” She rummaged around her drawers and emerged holding a clear ball the size of a melon. “Come, come,” she beckoned.

The surrounding branches transformed into two chairs and a table, with a dent in the middle where she placed the ball. “I must first summon my magic.” Her eyes glowed white, and she lowered her gaze toward the ball. Her tresses fanned out as the air crackled with magic. She grasped Cato’s hands.

Suddenly, a violent wind shook them, and the witch’s eyes turned emerald. Cato tried to wrench his hands out of her grip, but she held firm.

“Catoros of the village. You are known to us,” said a chorus of voices.

A chill ran down Cato’s spine. He had heard of others experiencing direct communion, but it had never happened to him. “The Fates?” he whispered.

“Yes, we have hijacked this vessel, though we cannot linger long lest we destroy this precious soul. You impressed us with your unwavering faith. We will answer one additional question. Ask now.”

Without hesitation, Cato asked, “What is Alex’s future?”

“The human you met, known as Alex, will lead a life of prosperity and joy. She will have one child, beloved to her.”

Relief washed over him. “Thank you,” he whispered.

The witch’s eyes flashed back to their normal white. “Well,” she snapped. “What is your question?”

The witch clearly had no idea that the Fates had used her as a vessel and he thought it wise not to tell her. The Fates had already answered the question that had been at the forefront of his mind. But Cato had another—one he was too ashamed to voice aloud.

“Can you not read my mind?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, handsome, that’s not how this works. Your mind has many thoughts, and it is not my place to pluck one out. You must speak your question.”

He cleared his throat. “Will I rise to the rank of commander?”

Her white eyes flitted back and forth. “Yes,” she breathed out. “You will.” Her eyes returned to their normal state, and she let go of Cato’s hands. “Well, there you are. That should make you happy. Ah, but before you depart, I need their words back,” she added. The witch leaned across the table, pulling him toward her and pressing her lips to his.

He felt as though his brain was being sucked out through his mouth. After she released him, he shook off the discomfort and glared at her. “Mistress, I bid you farewell.”

“The door is there,” she said, pointing to a simple wooden entrance. “Your horse is waiting outside, well-fed and rested.” She waved him off, crooning down at the necklace that encased the beings.

Cato opened the door and stepped into the forest. As soon as he shut it, the tree vanished. His horse was where the witch said he would be. Cato sauntered over to his horse and stroked his nose, thanking him for his patience. Then he settled his pack and mounted his steed. As he ambled toward the road, he vowed never to return to this part of the forest. Though he was grateful to the witch for his experience and for the reading, she had been trouble.

When Cato reached the road, he resumed his journey south, toward Stone’s Head Isle and its famed orgies. He set a much faster pace than before, spurned on by a surprising lust that coiled in his belly. Perhaps not that surprising. Alex had reawakened his desire, after all. And he could draw forth the memory of their joining whenever he wished, though he would have to take care with his elven lovers not to overload them with his arousal. But Cato wasn’t worried—with nearly half a mooncycle of leave left, he would have plenty of time to practice.
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